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Abstract
A woman who is visibly hairy might be viewed as masculine,
dirty, unprofessional, or as a radical feminist. There are variations
on what it means to be a woman; feminine does not have to be
synonymous with “hairless”. Body hair is a stigma because it is a
physical characteristic that is undesirable and shamed when exposed.
Body hair as stigma can be explored in terms of creativity
and pedagogy. How can creativity work to dismantle stigma? Talking
about stigma gives one the chance to express themselves in a way that
is exploratory, sparking new ways of understanding. Arts education
already possesses qualities that are beneficial to stigma—how can
educators and students take advantage of all that creativity has to offer?
Creating artwork about women and body hair and analyzing existing
works can deepen one’s knowledge of body hair; as a societal form of
control and as a lens to look more closely at stigma in arts education.
Creativity can be the outlet to find new ways to accept and appreciate
the hair on women’s bodies. Creativity can be a valuable tool to
address topics that are controversial or simply overlooked.
Let’s get hairy.
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Introduction
Women and body hair: When I say women, I'm talking
about people who identify as women or people who exhibit feminine
characteristics and therefore are shamed for having visible body hair.
I am addressing the diverse categorizations of “woman” that exist
in this world, as opposed to merely discussing cis, White women. I
am choosing not to talk about men with body hair, because while
men are increasingly pressured to remove their body hair as well, it
doesn’t affect a man's identity in the same way it affects a woman's.
A woman who is visibly hairy might be viewed as masculine, dirty,
unprofessional, or as a radical feminist. Visible body hair marginalizes
certain forms of femininity, racializing and queering a woman. It
draws a line between the normative (hairless) and the marginalized
(hairy). Body hair begins to regulate the body through various societal
elements. Class: Who can afford hair removal products? Race: The
pressure for women to remove their body hair is sustained by the
prioritization of Western beauty standards. Gender: The presence
of hair on a woman's body might be viewed as a masculine feature.
Sexuality: Women with body hair might be perceived as sexually
"deviant". It's problematic that hair removal, something that requires
time, money, effort and in some cases, pain, is thought of as natural.
The refusal to remove hair is then seen as unnatural.
I’m qualifying body hair as a stigma because it is a physical
characteristic that is undesirable and shamed when it becomes
visible. Researching women and body hair has further supported its
categorization as stigma. There is very little academic literature on
the topic. People aren’t comfortable talking about body hair; women
remove their hair, we never see it, so its potential visibility
is disconcerting.
To change people’s practices and mindsets about body hair,
we must do what isn’t done with stigma: talk about it. I’m interested
in body hair as stigma in terms of creativity and pedagogy. How
can creativity work to dismantle stigma? Hair is the focal point to
uncover intricacies in identity and body politics in arts education.
A woman who is visibly hairy might be viewed as masculine, dirty,
unprofessional, or as a radical feminist. There are variations on
the word “woman”; woman does not have to be synonymous with
1

“hairless”. Body hair is a stigma because it is a physical characteristic
that is undesirable and shamed when exposed. I’m interested in body
hair as stigma in terms of creativity and pedagogy. How can creativity
work to dismantle stigma? Talking about stigma gives us the chance
to express ourselves in a way that is exploratory and sparks new ways
of understanding. I’m exploring the qualities arts education already
possesses that are beneficial to stigma—and how educators and students
can take advantage of all that creativity has to offer. By creating
artwork about women and body hair myself, I deepened my knowledge
of body hair; as a societal form of control and as a lens to look more
closely at stigma in arts education. Creativity can be the outlet to find
new ways to accept and appreciate the hair on our bodies. Creativity
can be a valuable tool to address topics that are controversial or simply
overlooked. Let’s get hairy. My research focuses on the methods
students and educators can employ in arts education to understand
how stigma functions within our society—specifically the methods we
can use to encourage conversation about body hair. Talking about
body hair as a way to understand stigma as a whole, allows us to gain
the tools to transform our community and establish different ways of
thinking that are ultimately more inclusive.
Talking about body hair brings out new and different forms
of female sociality. It strengthens the ties we have to each other. In
addition to talking about makeup, hairstyles, love interests and hair
removal, let’s talk about celebrating our body hair, not disciplining it.
Creativity can be the outlet to find new ways to accept and appreciate
the hair on our bodies. Let’s get hairy.
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Chapter 1
Women and Body Hair
A Cultural Barrier

While the topic of body hair hasn’t been a persistent

thread in my life, it has always lingered in the back of my mind. It
in part stems from not seeing women of color represented in visual
media, therefore not seeing my identity reflected. Growing up, I and
other students of color in my art classes, never saw ourselves in any
visual material, famous artists or art history lessons. We were always
introduced to White male artists, with the exception of a few White
female artists. While these artists had a lot to offer to my education,
they never allowed me to “feel something.” They might have inspired
conversation among my peers, allowing us to explore technical skills,
but the lack of diversity rarely allowed us to identify personally with an
artwork. I grew up in Stockton, California—a diverse city with students
from a variety of racial, cultural and class backgrounds. How could we
all have been expected to find significance in work created by White
artists who only painted White men and women?
I never saw myself in the artists I was exposed to. In their
subjects, there were no women of color, no hairy women. While there
were accomplished artists of color, I was never aware of them, and
often didn’t know how to find them. As a child, I had a powerful
imagination, but I was never able to imagine myself as the protagonist
of my daydreams. This was due to my lack of exposure to protagonists
who looked like me; I didn’t feel worthy of a lead role in my own
imagination. As I grew older, this mindset began to disappear, but not
entirely. In high school, I coped by making myself the main character
of all my artwork. If I couldn’t find artists who were painting people
who looked like me, I had to do it myself. Every figure I painted
had brown skin and black hair, something I identified with. I never
thought I was making a statement, but this year at the Rhode Island
School of Design, usually being one of the only darker skinned people
in the room, I realized that my work was making a statement just
by featuring brown skinned women. Surrounded by light skinned
students, professors and live models, my work was different. Even
3

further, I was making a statement by featuring brown skinned women
with body hair. Viewing body hair in art and design work feels far
more acceptable than having a conversation about the topic.
In high school, I never painted hairy women. That seemed
to be too provocative, too risqué. Like most young women, I started
removing my hair at a fairly early age. I began shaving when I was
twelve, keeping it a secret from my mother. Traditionally, Indian
women wax their body hair, but I started with shaving. It was easier to
hide and perform in private. If I had decided to wax first, I would have
required my mother’s permission. She would have needed to help me
wax those hard to reach places on my legs. Instead, I easily stole one of
my dad’s razors and removed all of my leg and armpit hair. I remember
an image of a girl in my sixth grade class—she was White and she wore
a short denim skirt with shiny white sneakers. Her legs were smooth
and hairless. I wanted to look like her.
Shortly after I started depilating (removing hair), the shaving
process became a daily one (South Asian women’s hair generally
grows fast and thick). One day, I was found. While getting out of the
car, my leg stretched out momentarily and my mother spotted the tiny
patch of hair that I had missed while shaving that morning. I was
embarrassed that anyone should see it—proof that I was a hairy girl.
I can’t remember if this was the turning point, but soon after, I started
waxing my leg hair. I don’t recall being encouraged by anyone to remove
the hair. It just happened; it was something I felt compelled to do.
Culturally, Indian women wax their body hair. It is easier; the
hair takes one or two weeks (depending on how lush your hair is) to
grow back. It was significantly less tiresome than shaving every day.
Asking my mother if I could wax my legs meant that it was decided;
hair removal would become an integral part of my life. The first time I
waxed my legs was simultaneously painful and hilarious. I remember
crying, my younger sister and cousins gathered around me, offered a
glimpse into their futures as hairy women. The first sensation of
having a layer of hair ripped from your body is one you never forget. I
screamed for ice and my sister and cousins obediently brought it to
me—they could see I was in pain. My mother had a sorry look on her
face because once a girl starts removing her body hair, she rarely stops.
When I asked other women to recount their first experiences
removing hair, I saw some similarities between all our experiences.
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Alice: The first time I ever removed body hair was with my
sister. She shaved my legs for me in the bathroom sink, which
was actually a very warm moment to me. It doesn't carry so
much of a weight; that I felt like I had to do it. Someone was
helping me through this right of passage. My other first real
memory is when I was fifteen. I had my first boyfriend and he
was pretty terrible. On top of always wanted me to have sex
with him he wanted me to shave my hair. He said it to me,
multiple times. I think about that a lot. That someone had the
audacity to say that to me (personal communication March
15, 2017).
Amiee: When I was fourteen or fifteen, I was always secretly
watching porn. What’s this raunchy, “you shouldn’t go”
realm of the Internet? Seeing a lot of the women hairless was
confusing. I remember asking myself, “Am I supposed to do
that?” (Personal communication, March 13, 2017)
Anastasia: Let’s map it out right now. I don’t always think
about it. Like every other young female, it just happened. I
was never told to do it. My first experience with shaving my
armpits, I was in fourth grade. My mom told me I couldn’t do
it: “Why do you need to do it, you’re fine.” My friend told me
I was going to do it, so she pinned me to a wall and shaved my
armpits. It was funny, but also ridiculous that that happened
in fourth grade. I shaved for most of high school. It was just
what I did. It was like nature. It felt like that was nature
(Personal communication, February 17, 2017).
Mica: First time I shaved my hair was when I came to America.
In middle school I would see other girls wearing shorts and I
was the only girl wearing pants because I had a lot of hair on
my legs. I felt pressured to look like them. I even shaved my
arms because some guy told me I had a lot of hair (Personal
communication, April 7, 2017).
There is another moment from my childhood that stands out
to me in particular: the first time I felt stigmatized for having body
hair. I was in the fifth grade, sitting at a table with two boys and two
girls, when one of the boys said, “There’s someone at this table with
5

a mustache.” The two girls immediately started placating each other,
“It’s not you.” “Don’t worry, it’s not you either.” I knew who it was.
It was funny, really. Of course, it couldn’t have been either of the two
boys at the table, they hadn’t reached puberty yet, but I had. I was
acquiring hair all over body, and it was so very visible.
Having a hairless body was so aesthetically pleasing to me.
Why? Who taught me to believe that hairless humans were the ideal of
beauty? Let’s make a list:
1. Girls
2. Boys
3. My dad always apologizing for giving me his hairy genes
4. An ad in a magazine: A female golfer with oiled, shiny legs
5. Indian culture promoting waxing and threading
6. Popular media
7. My hair being darker and coarser than my White friends
8. Social understandings of feminine beauty
9. Perfect California weather
10. Swimsuits
11. Middle School sex education—we were told to depilate
for “hygiene”
The list above prompted me to become invested in the topic
of body hair. It’s a subject that needs feminist theory, sociology,
anthropology, psychology, and, I believe, arts education, to truly
understand it. Body hair serves as a cultural barrier—one that
categorizes women in restrictive ways. Women begin to experience
stigma surrounding body hair at a young age, as seen in the interviews.
These naturalized attitudes towards the removal of body hair are
troublesome. The stigmatization of hair—something seemingly
“trivial”—has deep effects within our society. The culture of hair
removal is toxic and reaffirms the belief that women should remove
their hair in order to maintain their femininity. It marginalizes women
of a certain race or class. It results in women with body hair to be
labeled as masculine, sexually deviant or queer.

Why Body Hair?
I have four main reasons for writing my thesis on the
representation of women with body hair. The first is to promote the
6

options we have when it comes to body hair. I won’t tell all women
to stop removing their body hair completely. While it is important to
recognize that hair removal is a result of patriarchal values and a form
of oppression, it is also important to acknowledge the ways in which
hair removal might cultivate intimacy and community between women.
Body hair is a complex issue that is far more than pure
aesthetics. Depilation, the removal of hair, is not an evil practice.
It is merely done without recognizing why it’s being done. The act
of removing body hair, like many other things, should be a choice.
Ideally women would have the choice to depilate or not to depilate,
but more often than not, women choose to remove their body hair to
avoid stigmatization. Often, women who remove their body hair do
so out of shame or a desire to conform to social understandings of
femininity, not necessarily out of free will. Bartky (2010) makes the
point that women are not “marched off for electrolysis at gunpoint”,
but depilation is expected to happen without any contestation. It
is a silent and oppressive system, “turning women into docile and
compliant companions of men” (p.89). While women may ultimately
make the decision to remove their body hair, it may not be out of their
own volition; there are outside factors at play.
Realistically, we are all socialized to possess certain qualities,
and women are socialized to be hairless beings—something most
women naturally are not. Having body hair is natural and removing
it is a choice one makes. It is a choice that most people don’t
address, unless they consciously decide to stop removing the hair.
These conscious decisions are rare, and often met with women being
perceived as “unconventional”, outside of normative female behavior
or being labeled as “angry feminists”. These labels appear because
while body hair is inherently visual, women remove the hair at first
sight. Women have been conditioned to be hairless, making the
visibility of their body hair a private and shameful sight.
The second reason is to make body hair visible, to destigmatize it. Body hair can be classified as a social stigma. Goar
(2015) in Research Starters: Sociology defines social stigma as “a negative
response to individuals who have characteristics that are different
from the social norms.” Body hair is a characteristic of women, that
when visible (opposing the societal norm to be invisible) becomes
stigmatized. We don’t see hair on women’s bodies, as I stated
previously, because women don’t have the choice to be visibly hairy.
This invisibility results in body hair to be seemingly trivial. I believe
7

one solution to relieving stigma is to support the stigma itself. Instead
of dismissing it an unimportant, we should encourage discussion.
Third, I want to ask the question: What can we learn from
human experience and visual media? What can we learn about the
ways in which body hair is represented by talking to people and
analyzing creative work? Creative work can prompt discussion about
a stigmatized topic and this will work towards de-stigmatizing it.
Through looking at pop culture, advertisements, literature, art, design
and interviews, we should be able to develop a better understanding
of how body hair functions within our society.
Lastly, I think body hair is an especially important topic to
explore through creativity. I want to support my belief that we can
de-stigmatize using creativity. Body hair is inherently visual and
tactile: two characteristics that lend themselves to being expressed
through art or design. I believe a crucial role of the creative education
environment is to prompt conversation through visual expression.
Usually stigmatized topics tend to be personal. For a student who
might experience shame or ridicule in expressing stigma verbally, visual
expression might be the most effective way to tackle an issue. Looking
at a creative work that expresses some form of stigma allows for the
viewer to become involved in the issue in a deeper way. There are some
things that benefit from being fleshed out visually; sometimes words
aren’t enough to convey ideas. The nature of stigmatized topics is that
they ware often overlooked, which results in a lack of representation.
By creating the work, students might begin to resolve their own
personal concerns about a stigma, as well as create representation
for an issue that would otherwise not have a voice. The culmination
of an inclusive educator and a safe environment might create the
most successful outcome in representing a stigmatized topic, such as
body hair, through art and design. What are elements of a creative,
educational setting that makes it conducive to discuss stigma?
Through using arts based research as an epistemological
foundation, I was able to find the ways in which creativity is an
effective tool to encourage the discussion of stigma. Barone and
Eisner (2012) in Arts Based Research state that, “Arts based research is
an approach that exploits the capacities of expressive form to capture
qualities of life that impact what we know and how we live. We
believe we can find such contributions in the poetic us of language,
in the expressive use of narrative, and in the sensitive creation
in film and video” (p.5). Arts based research allows us to deepen
8

human understanding through the process of creating. I’m exploring
the qualities arts education already possesses that are beneficial to
stigma—and how educators and students can take advantage of all that
creativity has to offer. By participating in arts based research myself,
I created material that deepened my knowledge of body hair; as a
societal form of control and as a lens to look more closely at stigma in
arts education. Making artwork offered me the chance to explore this
stigma in a personal and communal way, uncovering my own thoughts
and biases as well as uncovering those of people in my community.

Body Hair and Patriarchy
In an interview, contemporary African artist Wangechi Mutu
perfectly summarizes how creativity can alleviate stigma within our
societies. She deals with issues of African American identity in her
work. Through making collages, using source material like magazines—
which primarily contain white women—she manifests spaces where
African American women are given the chance to exist and thrive.
Mutu says, “I’m questioning, asking and sort of resolving the issue of
our invisibility by making the work” (The Lousiana Channel, 2015). By
encouraging creative expression around these stigmatized issues, we are
already starting to solve the problem. We are promoting different ways
of thinking and providing different narratives on complex issues.
A common cause for women’s battle with visible body hair is
patriarchal values of female beauty. Wangechi Mutu, says that:
… men tend to idealize or demonize women’s bodies. I think
it’s a very normal thing when your experience of the female
is primarily from an external perspective….But as a woman,
that deep and wonderful churning connect and disconnection
with your body is real and often extreme. It is for this reason
that I turn the body inside out, extending and reconfiguring it
(Mutu 2008 p.21).
This explains why female artists depict their own bodies in
their work. They are reclaiming them from the patriarchy, which has
continually told them they are less than. I have begun to focus on body
hair in my visual work because I want to change a narrative that, like
many others, has been dominated by men. There are many definitions
9

of femininity and beauty that aren’t defined by men, which we
are not usually exposed to. There must be diversity in the way we speak
about women’s bodies. We have to accept that there are variations
on the word “woman”, that woman does not have to be synonymous
with “hairless”.
When we address women’s bodies, we talk about body weight,
the shapes of their bodies. Women’s struggles with excess body weight
and issues of negative body image related to societal expectations of
slender, leggy women are prevalent and talked about. In body diversity
campaigns, like Dove, we see women of different races of various body
types (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Dove Real Beauty Campaign

The models may be of different races and identities and
body types but they are all smooth and hairless. (Hairy bodies can
still be smooth. Smoothness is a quality attributed to skin and we
all have skin.) They are all smooth, hairless, clean in their bright,
white underwear, and inarguably feminine. Women with body hair,
on the other hand, might not be viewed as possessing any of these
traits. Body hair on women challenges beauty norm in ways that body
weight does not. A hairy woman becomes prickly, unhygienic or dirty,
and masculine. Lesnik-Oberstein (2006) in The Last Taboo poses that,
“women’s involvement with issues of body weight has come to figure
as an important aspect of ‘femininity’. ‘Hairy’ women, on the other
hand, are monstrous in being like men, or masculine” (p.3).
Women don’t know what their hairy, natural bodies look like.
We remove our hair at first sight, at the beginning of puberty when
10

the hairs hardly have time to grow. In an interview with Tanya Azari—“
I have a lot of insight into what it is to be visibly hairy”—we talked
about allowing your hair to grow and discovering what the sensation
is. Tanya and her peers who went on a backpacking trip in high school
were faced with no choice but to stop shaving for the week.
CB: How were you able to recognize that shaving your hair was
a form of oppression?
TA: It was a political act, but I wasn’t doing it to be political.
The way I saw it was people with my body are expected to look
a certain way and one way to get the look is to shave off all
this hair. Most girls were really scared to have their hair grow
out on those backpacking trips. And I was excited because I
realized I didn’t know what my underarm hair looked like. I
started shaving when I was twelve years old as soon as a single
hair appeared. I had no idea what it looked like to have all
that grow out.
On the trip I was having these realizations—I’ve never seen my
body like this before and I don’t mind it! Other people are
telling me it’s gross and it’s disgusting and wrong, but I don’t
mind it! It’s actually kind of fun! (Personal communication,
December 28, 2016)
The same theme arose in an interview with RISD Printmaking
alumnus Anastasia Xirouchakis, hair can be fun.
AX: Some people say if you shave you’re contributing to this
idea that all women should shave their bodies. I don’t think
that’s true; I think it’s a choice. Sometimes I shave my legs.
I shaved my legs three weeks ago because I had a dream that
I shaved my legs and it felt really nice. So I did it to feel it. I
think of hair as sensory antennas. Especially in the summer
when you’re wearing shorts or skirts and you feel the air
running through your legs and you can feel the individual
hairs pick up. I just love that feeling.
Hair can be fun, but it’s an aspect of our bodies that few
women can enjoy. Let’s establish a frame for this thesis, an
11

underlying point of view. I am a South Asian, heterosexual,
cis woman. Without discounting my identity, I will address
women and body hair from that perspective. Why is a Brown
woman’s experience with body hair different that a White
woman’s experience? How can I mobilize my identity in a way
that addresses body hair in a more inclusive way? Whereas texts
written by White women simply addressed sexualized or “popular”
hairy parts of the body, for example pubic and underarm hair,
when we talk about body hair, we are talking about hair from
essentially the eyebrows down.

Research Questions and Methodology
I started my research by reading scholarly articles about
feminist theories surrounding body hair, the gender binary and its
effects on gender performance and body hair, and socially engaged arts
education environments. Unfortunately, the majority of authors on
the subject of body hair have been White women. Due to the lack of
author diversity on the topic of body hair, I chose to ease into research
using predominantly arts-based research. I created my own artwork as
a way of digesting my research. I also focused on artists and designers
whose subject matter focused on stigmas and the body. There are a
plethora of women of color who are addressing topic surrounding
beauty standards and body hair through their practice (see Appendix
A). I analyzed the artists’ work and used these examples to illustrate
certain recurring themes about body hair in our society (sexualized
hair on the body, the importance of head hair, body hair and disgust).
As we’ve seen already, another crucial component to my
thesis will be interviews of educators, artists, and women identified
people who have experiences with body hair. The interviews are
spread throughout the thesis and serve as answers to my research
questions. Through integrating interviewees personal accounts into
the writing, I was able to develop a clearer understanding of body
hair as a stigma, as well as what makes discussing stigma in arts
education possible. I asked interviewees a series of questions:
––
––
––
––

How is body hair viewed in your culture?
Does body hair play a role in your gender expression?
How have your views of body hair changed with age?
Describe your first time removing body hair.
12

–– Do you think body hair plays a part in beauty standards? If so,
how?
–– Have you experienced/witnessed stigma surrounding body hair?
Describe those experiences?
–– Do you remove your body hair/have you in the past?
–– What methods did you use to remove it?
–– Are there people in your life that aren’t comfortable about visible
body hair? If so, why is that?
–– How might your experiences with body hair differ from others?
–– How does your experience with body hair differ from others with
different identities?
–– How does identity play a role in your creative work?
–– Do you address social stigmas in your work? If so, how?
–– How does body hair affect the way you represent hairy people in
your creative work?
–– When you do represent human hair, what are the differences in
the way you handle body hair versus head hair?
–– In what environment would you feel comfortable discussing
stigma?
–– Describe the perfect environment to discuss stigmatized topics.
–– Has the art/design educational setting in your experience been a
safe space to address these topics?
–– Describe instructor practices that have been helpful in expressing a
stigmatized topic.
–– How does art-making help you understand larger narratives?
–– What are some benefits of learning in a multicultural classroom?
My approach to uncovering the ways to destigmatize body
hair is rooted in pedagogical tools. Creativity provides students with
the outlet to confront stigma. In addition, certain pedagogical tools
that prioritize student identity and equity within the educational
environment can make the expression of a stigma even more fruitful.
In some way, writing this thesis became a social experiment.
I began growing out my body hair to see how I felt. I wanted to know
what my body truly looked like. I briefly considered going to a salon to
wax my legs and underarms, just to experience it. But, I immediately
reconsidered when I saw the price: $70* (*starting price, the price
increases depending on the amount of hair). Mentioning the topic in
various social situations, brought about a variety of responses. Some,
usually queer women and women of color, responded enthusiastically
13

and voluntarily offered their hairy stories. Others were reluctant to
approach the topic, uncomfortable with the topic and unfamiliar with
body hair in general. Again, if we rarely see hair on women’s bodies in
real life or represented in some way, how can we begin to talk about it?
My conversations with people in everyday life was a form of research
itself. Those who shared my sentiments about body hair, those who
were eager to talk about something that is often ignored, reacted more
positively than others.
Many women of color in my classes and on social media were
excited by the images I produced. One especially—Tweezerwoman—
elicited many excited responses (Figure 2). I created the work from as
a performance piece for a painting class. I filmed myself tweezing my
upper lip and eyebrows. I then took screenshots from the video to
produce the image that inspired the painting. The image was funny—I
was contorting in the mirror, pursing my lips, looking for the best
angle to pluck the hair on my upper lip. It was a painting I identified
with so strongly. Tweezing my upper lip is a ritualized practice for
me; it is private because the hairs on a woman’s upper lip are socially
charged. Those hairs are not supposed to exist. But, somehow creating
the painting, made me comfortable to disclose that, “Yes, I have a
mustache”. I found that other women felt the same way. They could
also see themselves in the exact same position, peering into a mirror to
find those little hairs.
We all want to see ourselves represented in the media. It
makes us feel understood and less alone in this world. The same idea
works with body hair. If I had seen women on television, or women
in young adult books with body hair, I would have felt less “othered”
as a child. Since this representation wasn’t available to me, the best
thing would have been to create it myself. Writing this thesis gave the
chance to do it.
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Figure 2. Tweezerwoman (2017) [oil on canvas]
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Chapter 2
Defining Stigma

E xternal, visual, bodily characteristics, such as body hair,

hold no meaning. They do not reveal anything about a person, but our
society places meaning onto it. Exposure to body hair isn’t prevalent—
from popular culture to academic literature—because it seems too
taboo to discuss. Depilation is a mass practice and business in the
United States; body hair is virtually invisible—which makes it seem
trivial. Why discuss something that we never see? Women remove their
body hair and we pretend that it never existed.
Contestations of the hairless ideal are few and far apart. From
a cursory Google search, advocates of body hair are White women
in Hollywood: Julia Roberts, Sophia Loren, Madonna. Even these
few examples, the hair is strictly in the armpits and the women are all
White. Some might argue that these women are contributing to the
destigmatization of body hair, but I believe they are still perpetuating
the problem. When White women decide to stop depilation and reveal
their body hair, we are exposed to a version of body hair that
is already normalized. We are faced with White hegemony. Whiteness
is a standard that we are expected to conform to. When women of
color see White women with body hair, it does little to allow them
to be hairy as well. “White women also serve simultaneously as
reminders or representatives of that ideal to women of color and, most
frequently, to themselves as failures to meet the ideal” (Butler 2009
p.174). When we only see White women in the media with body hair,
we begin to believe that the quality of their hair is the only acceptable
kind. It seems like a step forward, but it is really a very limited
representation of what a woman with body hair looks like. Gina
Palacios and I discussed her first memory of seeing a woman with body
hair; a White woman:
GP: Five years ago, there was a Patti Smith album cover,
Easter. I thought she looked so cool. She had underarm hair
and told Robert Mapplethorpe, her friend at the time, that
she wanted a picture that boys would masturbate to. She looks
so anti-feminine and also so feminine. Against the norm. She
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stands out. But her hair is thin and wispy and mine will keep
growing and growing.
CB: Right. White feminists can be hairy, and it’s ok. Because
their hair is different, it’s not as visible. Whereas with Black
and Brown bodies, when you have hair, it’s darker, it’s very
visible. It falls out, you can see it. I was thinking about this
when I lived with someone with lighter hair, women shed
a lot, out hair falls out. But you can see my hair on the
bathroom floor, you can’t see hers. It made me think she
might not think I was as clean as she was.
GP: I have an Italian friend who is hairy, but her is so thin
and wispy! It just looks cool. Then with me, “Ugh, there’s a
little toupee under my arm!” I was always aware of too much
body hair. I want body hair, but not too much! (Personal
communication, November 6, 2016)
Allowing women of color to be visibly hairy allows for more
diversity in qualities of hair, in the amount of hair and in places
where hair grows on the body. In Transforming the Curriculum: Teaching
about Women of Color, Butler (2009) explains that, “When we study
women of color, we raise our awareness and understanding of the
experiences of all women either implicitly or directly” (p.174). Studying
women of color, raises our understanding of all women. Once we
realize that all women do not possess White hegemonic (dominant
norms we are socialized to accept) characteristics, we realize the
importance race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, culture, etc. play in
women’s lives.
Body hair is so invisible on both White women and women
of color that any sign of visibility is stigmatized. When a woman is
visibly hairy, especially a woman of color, the uncovering of that hair
isn’t just seen, it is exposed. When a woman reveals her body hair, we
view it as a form of radical expression. Body hair maintains a certain
place in our society—complete denial of its existence: “the erasure is
often redoubled in passages where, realistically speaking, depilation
must have been involved: the removal of something whose existence
has never been acknowledged” (Williams, 2006, p.103). The body hair
discourse is often silenced and marginalized which allows the topic to
be categorized as stigma.
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“A stigma is a negative label given to someone because of
characteristics that go against the dominant norms of a society” (Goar
2015). The term stigma, originates from the Greek word for “mark”.
Those who are stigmatized in society are decidedly “marked” with a
characteristic that is undesirable. Body hair, when visible, becomes a
mark on women which others them, queering their gender identity
and lessening their perceived desirability. Anastasia, who identifies as
queer, related to this point:
AX: When I was at home in Greece, my aunt was looking at
my leg hair and couldn’t believe it. She was obsessive about
the fact that I don’t fix my eyebrows; that I just let them go.
She was like, “ You look like those downtown lesbians.” I’m
basically that, but just because I have body hair it doesn’t
make me that. Hair doesn’t necessarily contribute to a queer
identity.
Women with body hair are labeled as hippies or “dirty” or
bra burning, man-hating, angry feminists. The stigmatization of body
hair on women is imposed. Women may have some control over the
perceptions of their bodies, but they cannot control the stigma they
might face. There are two types of stigma: achieved and existential.
Achieved stigma “such as criminality, body alterations, or any other
attribute that comes out of conduct by the individual” whereas
existential stigma “is one that a person is born with, such as ethnicity,
sexuality, physical deformity, or any other characteristic over which
the person has no control” (Falk, 2001). Women with visible body
hair fall under both achieved and existential stigma. Body hair falls
under achieved stigma because it can be categorized as a type of “body
alteration”. While body hair is something that many women are born
with, due to depilation practices or covering one’s body, the effects
of this then existential stigma may be non-existent. Women are able
to subvert any stigmatization because body hair is something that can
very easily become invisible. The stigmatization of women with body
hair may be categorized as existential stigma, as it is something that a
woman is born with, she technically has no control over the quality
and amount of hair on her body, but she has control over whether or
not she wants this hair to be visible. By making the hair invisible, she
saves herself from society’s negative response.
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What is Normal?
We all have varying degrees of privilege that protect us from
being stigmatized for certain traits. For example, a woman with less
visible body hair (hair that is lighter and thinner), or a woman who
feels that depilation is a natural and compulsory act might be unaware
of her privilege and argue that discussing body hair is unimportant. In
The trouble with normal: Sex, politics, and the ethics of queer life, Warner
(2000) argues that, “It is hard to claim that homosexuality is irrelevant
as long as you feel the need to make the claim” (p.46). To relate to
Warner’s point, it is hard to claim that the stigmatization of body hair
on women is irrelevant as long as you feel the need to make the claim.
If you have the ability to make the claim, it means you might have the
ability to remove your hair easily and without any medical problems,
you might have lighter, thinner hair that isn’t visible, or you might
believe that removing one’s body hair is so natural that any alternative
is irrelevant. People who make the claim might have the privilege of
functioning within a space where the quality of their hair is accepted
or they might succumb so deeply to the hairless ideal as “normal”.
They assume then, that the “abnormal” is the refusal to depilate. This
refusal becomes abnormal, deviant and radical. For many South Asian
women, with visible body hair that isn’t concentrated in the pubic
areas, hair removal becomes an arduous task. Many women are prone
to painful in-grown hairs and skin irritation after hair removal.
Women with visible hair who choose not to remove it cause their
bodies to become more visible as well. Then, body hair becomes
something very relevant, a “mark” on the body one cannot ignore.
Removing one’s body hair becomes a performance to maintain
a semblance of femininity. In The Body Reader: Essential social and
cultural readings, Moore (2010) explains that any “performance”
such as that of being a woman, requires effort and a commitment to
preventing anything that might disrupt the “performance” (p.14). We
perform our bodies to prevent the stigmatization of our bodies and it
can manifest itself in many realms: beauty, grooming, clothing, speech,
body language, etc. The removal of body hair becomes a performance,
because in order to maintain one’s womanhood, a woman must
remove her hair.
We succumb to what is socially acceptable in order to risk
shaming from others . The body is controlled individually and socially.
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A social form of control is when women are shamed in public, or by
hegemonic ideologies, which then causes that control to translate
into their individual lives. When a woman encounters a social form
of control (a commercial for a depilation product) she might be
influenced to apply that practice to her private life. Women’s bodies
are controlled by ideologies upheld by men. We often find women
upholding these hegemonic ideals as well, but only because they are
dominant, uncontested and “normal”. If hair removal is the societal
norm then refusing to remove the hair is a sign of deviance from the
norm. There are layers of acceptability, layers of normalcy, but the
more visible the hair, the farther away from normal.
Everyone deviates from the normal. If we require people
to strive for normalcy, we erase their individuality. Of course,
normalizing one’s behaviors provides a sense of comfort and
belonging to a person. If you believe you are normal, then you also
believe that you are a legitimate member of society. The problem
with our obsession with being perceived as normal is that those
who cannot achieve this standard become increasingly abnormal
and stigmatized. We begin to shame those who are outside the
norm (Warner, 2000, p.60). We don’t realize that normal is
impossible to achieve—it’s continually changing, and it’s definition
changes for everyone. The danger lies in letting one dominant
group decide what that normal is.

Gender Identity and Hirsutism
In relation to body hair, hirsutism is an example of a condition
that is viewed as abnormal and often inhuman. In the case of
this disease, the main concern is not one’s physical well being,
but mental health. “A woman who grows body hair in places that
culture tells are for male hair only, like the chest or the chin,
might fear that she must really be a man underneath” (MacDonald,
2006, p.70). The excess hair growth leads women to face staggering
amounts of shame and ridicule.
The body is a surface onto which we project our values and
desires. Hair on the body socially signifies masculinity and toughness,
something that directly contradicts social understanding of the female
body. The female body must be feminine, soft, gentle, and hygienic. In
her lecture, entitled Can There be a Feminist World? Gayatri Chakravorty
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Spivak says, “gender is the primary instrument of abstraction” (Spivak,
2015). By categorizing a person as a female, we are reducing her
to certain characteristics, reducing her complexity. By categorizing
someone as female, we further project our social ideals onto her female
body. When we see a woman identified person, we have preconceived
notions of how they should look and behave, and when something
gets in the way, it hinders our ability to read the body. Is a visibly hairy
female identified person performing her gender less successfully than
a female identified person who isn’t visibly hairy? The gender binary
plays a huge role in perpetuating the standard of “hairless” women.
In Fair Bosom/Black Beard: Facial Hair, Gender Deermination, and
the Strange Career of Madame Clofullia, ‘Bearded Lady,’, Trainor (2014)
examines the bearded ladies’ performance of gender: “How did their
performances, appearances—indeed, very existence—reflect and inform
norms of gender difference? Were they seen as men? As manly? As
beautiful, monstrous, or unremarkable? Did they fundamentally
challenge the distinction between woman and man?” (p. 549) Madame
Josephine Clofullia, America’s first “bearded lady” performed in P.T
Barnum’s circus. Born in 1865, she began her career with Barnum
as an infant. One might think that Madame Clofullia caused people
to question her gender. Surprisingly, due to her success in the circus,
she was viewed with wonder as opposed to disgust. Madame Clofullia
was of Swiss descent, identified as a woman, and was well educated.
While she wasn’t treated as completely ordinary, these qualifiers kept
her from being denied her womanhood. Trainor (2014) posits that
Madame Clofullia’s beard “may have compromised her ladyship but
not her womanhood” (p. 550).
Clofullia didn’t shave her beard, but she could not ignore
that she had the physical characteristics of a woman and that she
identified as a woman. These traits signaled a set of gendered
behaviors, which if she transgressed, would compromise the
perception of her gender. She was able to perform her gender
successfully, as a woman because any alternative was inconceivable.
At the time, it was due to our “…perennial inability to define gender
in a way that transcends time and place” (Trainor, 2014, p.556).
A modern-day case study is Harnaam Kaur. She came
into the public eye when Brock Elbank photographed her for
an exhibition on beards at the Somerset House in London. The
25-year-old woman’s bearded face stands among 38 other faces
in the series, but Harnaam Kaur’s portrait is decidedly different.
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She has a condition called polycystic ovary syndrome, which can
result in excess hair growth. After being bullied for years for her
facial hair, and after years of removing the hair, she decided to
become baptized as a Sikh. Sikhism embraces the practice of
Kesh, allowing followers to grow their hair out naturally, without
grooming. In converting to Sikhism, she rid herself the burden of
feeling obliged to remove her hair.
In 2016, she walked the runway during London Fashion Week
for designer Marianna Harutunian. London Fashion Week is held
twice a year. It’s popular and mainstream-somewhere you wouldn’t
expect to see a model that is outside of the runway model beauty
standard. Kaur is not tall and slender and she has hair on her face.
While she has advocated for girls’ confidence and positive body image,
it would be foolish to believe that she is like every other model that
walks the runway. She was chosen to walk the runway because of her
facial hair; she’s different and rebellious in the fashion world. While
Kaur has become a figure in mainstream media, she is still “othered”.
Looking through Marianna Harutunians work, I noticed that none of
the other models look like Kaur. Instead, they are all hairless and fit
Western beauty standards.
It’s an amazing achievement for Kaur and other women
outside the norm. Kaur has become a role model to many young
girls, but there are some questions that need to be asked. Kaur wears
a traditional Sikh turban; her hair is covered. Would people perceive
her differently if she had visibly long hair on her head in addition
to her beard? Would the long hair as well as the facial hair diminish
her femininity? Kaur’s style is effeminate. On her social media, she
adorns her face with sharp eyeliner and bold lipstick. In photo-shoots,
specifically a bridal photo-shoot, her turban and beard are sprinkled
with flowers and she’s dressed in white, ephemeral dresses. Despite her
beard, is Kaur strongly perceived as a woman because of her fashion
sense? If her style were more masculine, would the perception of her
gender identity change? Would she be perceived as a man? If she didn’t
wear makeup or feminine clothing, I wonder if she would still be the
same role model. The concept of removing the hair or wearing makeup
or other “ritual decorative practices” to exhibit femininity ignores
those who are not willing or not able to participate in these exhibitions
of femininity (Lesnik-Oberstein, 2006, p.6). Women do not choose to
participate in these performances of femininity, they are socialized to
do so. When a woman challenges this performance, she also challenges
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her place within the gender binary.
I suggest that Kaur has such a significant impact on people
because she is unexpectedly able to function within the gender binary
as a woman. How can a woman with a beard assuredly identify as
female? She must perform her gender exclusively and obviously. It is
Kaur’s choice to perform her gender the way she identifies, a choice
that Clofullia wasn’t able to have.
Both of these women identified as women, and performed
their gender “successfully” according to social understandings of
womanhood. The media portrays Kaur as overcoming struggle; she
has “overcome” the burden of having a beard and still maintaining
her status as a woman. The only reason this is something she must
“overcome” is because the gender binary is constricting and doesn’t
allow for any fluidity. She is painted as a groundbreaking example
of unconventional beauty—only in light of a society that values
hairlessness and gender conformity. On performing gender, Judith
Butler says, “we’ve taken on a role or we’re acting in some way and that
our acting or our role playing is crucial to the gender that we are and
the gender that we present to the world” (Big Think, 2011). If Kaur
did not play her role as a woman “correctly”, she would be perceived
as something other than a woman. Whether it’s grooming her hair
or removing it completely, an element of performance is required to
maintain a certain gender identity.
Clofullia and Kaur presented their gender to the world
in different ways. There are differences in Clofullia and Kaur’s
experiences as bearded ladies. Different time periods, different races,
and different understandings of gender performance separate them.
While the gender binary has only slightly lost its integrity today as
opposed to Clofullia’s time, it still governs strong. Both Clofullia and
Kaur were treated as spectacles—their beards made them examples of
unconventional beauty. Kaur especially, exoticized for her ethnicity
and masculinized for her facial hair. Both are tied so strictly to
their femininity, because of their facial hair, anything else would
compromise their gender identity.
These two women may seem like an unusual example of
the stigmatization of body hair, but really they do not differ from
the everyday woman that chooses to wear shorts while not shaving
her legs. Clofullia and Kaur performed their femininity to avoid
being perceived as men, but all women do the same. We perform
femininity by depilating, grooming, putting on makeup, dressing a
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certain way, etc. The performance just seems more “natural” if we
don’t have a beard to contest our womanhood.
A common theme in our body hair conversation is that women
who remove their hair are participating in a type of performance. This
is neither good nor bad, but we have to understand that it is done out
of a necessity to conform. The concept of performance is valuable in
understanding stigma’s role in arts education. Creating a work of art is a
performative act on its own and holds layers of representation within it.
What better way to understand the performance of gender, femininity,
identity and body hair than to make artwork that responds to these
issues?—Understanding one type of performance through another. By
creating a discourse surrounding body hair, and sensitive topics like it,
we are cultivating spaces that welcome the performance of a variety of
identities. By discussing hair we are slowly solving the problem of its
stigmatization. If removal of body hair is an articulation of identity,
then art-making is a way to understand why. There is a deficiency in the
representation of women of color in media. By allowing diverse groups
of students to create work based on stigmas they face, we will have a
better understanding of the people around us. Through art-making,
students can understand their own experiences in more detail.
In Identity is Hairy, I wanted to explore gender norms and body
hair through illustration (Figure 3). I tried to portray androgynous
bodies to explore whether or not a gendered body influenced the
perception of hair on that body. How do perceptions of the body
change when there is body hair? Body hair functions within the binary
just like other traits: hairiness conveys masculinity and hairlessness is
conveys to femininity. Through my illustrations, I explored the ways I
could manipulate and hide hairy body parts to exclude any gendering.
If the gender of the hairy body is unknown can masculinity or
femininity still be projected on to it?
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Figure 3 Identity is Hairy (2017) [Digital illustrations]
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Chapter 3
Visualizing, Understanding
Popular Culture and Advertisements

B

ody hair is stigmatized, but in different levels for different
women. The stigma that Miley Cyrus experiences for dying her armpit
hair pink is inconsequential—or even non-existent, she’s applauded for
her rebellious, feminist stance—in comparison to the stigma Harnaam
Kaur faces or even a woman of color with armpit hair. In popular
culture, it’s tolerated on White women, even applauded, but body
hair on women of color becomes more contested. It’s more visible,
coarser, and darker and alludes to a woman of color as animalistic or
uncivilized. We need fewer shiny legged, cis White women on screen,
preaching the same patriarchal beauty standards, and more inclusive
portrayals of the true variety of women that exist in this world. When I
interviewed Tanya Azari, she agreed; it’s all about exposure.
TA: So when I was in college, and lived in the co-ops, you
could do whatever you wanted with your body there. The
majority of people who identified or were raised as women
came in as people who had been shaving ever since puberty,
and now they were around people who weren’t shaving and
displayed it without any sense of self-consciousness. So they
also stopped shaving. That was a space where everyone was
used to what it looked like and they felt very comfortable to do
whatever they wanted because they were exposed to that image,
in real life.
This interpersonal exposure makes a difference. I met Tanya
during our Freshman year at UC Davis and she was the first women
I ever met with visible body hair. Her confidence was inspiring to
me, and in some ways inspired my research on body hair. There’s
an obvious difference between interpersonal exposure and exposure
in the media. On a social level, you get the chance to interact with
people, build relationships and learn first-hand that a woman with
hair is not truly dirty or uncivilized like the media tends to paint her.
Unfortunately, many people are not able to have this interpersonal
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exposure, so the only hairy women they see are the negative portrayals
on movies or television or Hollywood’s White women flaunting tiny
patches of armpit hair.
However, recently, I’ve witnessed some open-minded views
on the topic of body hair—explorations that allow the viewer to think
more critically about hair on women’s’ bodies and the painful removal
of that hair. In the pilot episode of the comedy musical television show
Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, the protagonist Rebecca Bunch, performs a musical
number entitled, “The Sexy Getting Ready Song”. The scene is set up
to be glamorous, but as Rebecca starts listing the steps in a woman’s
“getting ready” routine, the glamor quickly fades, and the viewer is left
laughing and cringing at the honest portrayal of women’s painful and
often awkward beauty practices. In the faux sultry beginning of the
song, Rebecca sings:
Uh, it’s the sexy getting-ready song
The sexy getting-ready song
I’m primpin’ and pluckin’
I’m brushin’ and rubbin’
The sexy getting-ready song
Within the first verse of the song, we already have a sense that
“getting ready” cannot be truly “sexy” if it is described using verbs like
“pluckin” and “rubbin”. Later in the number, we see Rebecca bending
over in the bathroom, trying to wax her genitals. When she rips of
the wax strip, blood spurts onto the bathtub. From there, the number
becomes increasingly uncomfortable and hilarious, as her friends
squeeze her into spandex and as she tweezes her eyebrows and nose
hairs. She sings, “…everything shiny and smooth” (Bloom, 2015).
We often fetishize women’s “getting ready” routines, but the
reality for most women is that it’s painful, uncomfortable and tedious.
Toerien, Wilkinson & Choi (2005) say, “women’s depilatory practices
not only contribute substantially to the cosmetic industry, but
reinforce the view that underpins all the body-changing procedures,
from make-up application to cosmetic surgery: that a woman’s body is
unacceptable if left unaltered” (p.400).
Hair removal specifically is extremely tedious. A woman, who
is visibly hairy and feels the need to remove that hair, might find
herself depilating her whole body, shaving her back, waxing her pubic
hair, and plucking her eyebrows. Regardless of whether a woman wants
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to remove the hair or not, we can all admit that the depilation process
can be a tiresome one.
Of course, in popular media, there are countless examples
of complacent portrayals of women with body hair, accommodating
mainstream notions of female beauty. What women really need to
see are more depictions of a diverse group of gender non-conforming
women, queer women, women of color, disabled women, the list is
endless. Just as with most underrepresented groups, women with body
hair also want to see themselves represented in popular media. In Hairs
on the lens: Female body hair on the screen, MacDonald (2006) addresses
the need for representation in cinema:
Perhaps it will take an increasing number of such glimpses of
body hair on well-established cinema beauties like Penelope
Cruz and Julia Roberts to begin to offer women other options
that the monopoly of the ‘hairless ideal’. Screen images have
great power to manipulate taste and fashion; just as cinema
has been particularly responsible for confirming the hairless
aesthetic, so conversely it has the potential to contribute to
changing it. Perhaps, then, as women might adjust to the look
of body hair on the female stars, so we might become more
accepting of body hair ourselves (p.79).
The advertising industry does little to contest the hairless ideal.
Advertising for hair removal products never shows hair on the women
who are using the products. They are depilating already hairless skin. In
Designers’ bodies: women and body hair in contemporary art and advertising,
Scuriatti (2006) explains that, “Advertising campaigns about body
hair only consider it as refuse that needs to be removed from female
bodies, and therefore just refer to it, but never show it” (p.146). Just as
how advertisements for feminine hygiene products show an ambiguous
blue liquid soaking into a maxi pad, as opposed to real period blood,
advertisements for depilating products also participate in falsification.
Warner (2000) states that, “Heterosexual desire and romance
are thought to be the very core of humanity ”(p.47), especially in
popular culture and advertisements. For example, the chemical
depilatory product company Veet, plays a part in catering to patriarchal
views of female beauty. Women with visible body hair are immediately
portrayed as masculine. In a series of three commercials, Veet tells
women, “Don’t Risk Dudeness”. In the first television commercial, a
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couple is in bed. As the “woman” puts her leg over her male partner,
he touches her leg and is shocked to feel hair. The woman is actually
portrayed by a chubby, hairy, middle-aged man. The partner lurches
and the “woman” (actually the chubby man wearing a tight pink
camisole and panties) says, “Yeah, I know. I’m a little prickly. I shaved
yesterday.” The advertisement then pans to the product: a wax strip
kit, to prevent becoming prickly due to shaving. The product claims
to allow women to be “womanly around the clock”. Let’s unpack how
ridiculous this is. Veet is saying that a woman with hair is equivalent
to being a man, that hair on a woman’s body completely eliminates
her femininity. The woman says she is “prickly”—not hairy, meaning
that her hair wasn’t visible on her body. All her partner had to do was
merely feel the roots of her hairs to discount her femininity.
The second commercial takes place at nail salon where a
woman is getting a pedicure. The manicurist proceeds to roll up the
woman’s pant leg, but the woman protests. The manicurist continues
rolling up the pant leg, because “You paid, I must do the whole thing.”
Lifting the pant leg reveals a hairy leg, turning the woman into the
same man used to portray the woman in the previous commercial.
“She” says, “I shaved yesterday” and the manicurist shakes her head,
“Oh this is terrible. Terrible!” Again, Veet’s motto pops onto the
screen, “Don’t Risk Dudeness”. These commercials are stressing that
even the slightest amount of hair in unfeminine. Since the women all
shaved yesterday, realistically they would not have a huge amount of
visible hair. In the last commercial in this series, a woman raises her
arm to hail a cab. As she raises her arm to reveal her underarm hair,
she turns into the man. “She” looks down at her armpit saying, “Shit!
I shaved yesterday” and the cab driver speeds away. A woman with
visible body hair isn’t worthy of riding in a cab?
Veet is saying that women shouldn’t go even one day without
removing hair from their bodies. They should not allow their bodies
the option of returning to “natural” state. As soon at the prickly hairs
appear, shave them off, wax them off, do something. “The desired
body, male or female, must be made to look hairless, if it wants to
be desired, and the whole exchange takes place in a heterosexual
regime…” (Scuriatti, 2006, p.151) By allowing her hair to grow for one
day, the women in these commercials become undesirable to the men
around her. Veet determines that a woman’s main ambition should be
to live in a way that pleases men. If she does not succeed, she does not
succeed as a woman.
29

The Los Angeles based clothing company American Apparel
has also made some statements about body hair. Tanya Azari and I
talked about the ways American Apparel popularized body hair:
TA: While I’m not opposed to women owning their own
sexuality, I know American Apparel ads were done by a lot of
male photographers, forcing female models to look a certain
way. And for me one of the reasons why I stopped shaving
was because it’s a really strong societal expectation for women
to just be completely devoid of all hair below the eyebrows
essentially. To me, a big part of it is sort of reclamation of
beauty standards, and it was really interesting that American
Apparel started doing it and pushing it forward as a fashion
mode, to the point where other people thought I was doing it
to be fashionable. It’s this weird combination of once again
subjecting women to the male gaze for something that is
supposed to be entirely separate from the male gaze: growing
out your body hair, which most men find repulsive.
American Apparel has a history of problematic incidents:
advertisements that are inappropriate for public viewing, sexualized
ads that feature under aged models, and a CEO that has been accused of
sexual harassment far too many times. Recently, they dressed storefront
mannequins in sheer underwear and merkins (a pubic hair wig) (Figure
4). This seems like a step forward; opposing the idea of smooth,
perfect skin even on a mannequin. They might have played some part
in promoting body hair on women, but they have also played role in
increasing its stigmatization. The company erased women’s nipples and
pubic hair in photos modeling lingerie. This is a huge step backward,
glorifying the ideal of smooth, perfect skin on real women. How can
one company have such contrasting views on body hair? It’s because
these two instances are actually quite similar. Placing a merkin on a
mannequin is different than actually allowing a woman to have pubic
hair. In both instances, American Apparel is very much in control of
the hair, leaving no room for the representations of real women.
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Figure 4. American Apparel storefront mannequins. (2015)
Another portrayal of women and body hair is in the
popular sitcom, How I Met Your Mother. In an episode entitled
Third Wheel, one of the protagonists Robin, is leaving for a date,
wearing a dress with tall black boots. Another character asks “Don’t
you think they’re a little high for that dress?” Robin replies, “That
the point. I’ve begun a strict no-shave policy for the first three
dates. It’s all about self control. If I don’t shave, I must behave”
(Hemingson, 2007).
When Robin realizes she likes the man she’s on the date
with and wants to have sex with him, she rethinks her no-shave
decision. She pays a waitress to go to the drugstore and buy her
razor and then goes into the restaurant bathroom with butter as a
substitute for shaving cream. She struggles with the razor and the
butter and ends up passed out on the bathroom floor; the butter is
slippery and it’s takes coordination to shave your legs over the sink
in a small bathroom.
I find the scene troublesome because of its truthfulness: “If
I don’t shave, I must behave”. Many women feel they cannot be their
true hairy selves. They must behave if they’re hairy; that means they
can’t wear short dresses, they can’t be intimate, they can’t have sex.
If they don’t behave, the unspoken truth of women’s bodies—body
hair—is revealed and this might lead to rejection from man. While this
scene may be relatable to many women, it would be interesting to see
a version of this scene where Robin decides to wear sandals instead of
tall boots. When she realizes she like the man and wants to have sex
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with him—instead of wanting to shave her legs, she thinks to herself,
would I want to have sex with a man who would be disgusted by my
hairy legs?
The stigmatization of body hair is internalized without
examination, causing these damaging themes to replicated. Anyone
who casually encounters a Veet commercial might find it funny and
harmless, but dismissing the seriousness of these ideas is very harmful.
We cannot disregard these messages as irrelevant simply because
they are ubiquitous. Veet and American Apparel are mainstream
companies that many young women are continuously exposed to. The
way a woman's body looks become important. A young woman might
watch a Veet commercial, see an American Apparel advertisement or
watch a sitcom like How I Met Your Mother and assume that she must
be hairless. If not, she might be perceived as a man or she might be
perceived as undesirable.

Body Hair v. Head Hair: What’s the difference?
When I started researching body hair, people were constantly
referring me to sources that focused only on head hair: Julia Jacquette’s
hair oil paintings, Chris Rock’s documentary Good Hair, books on
hairstyle design. People value head hair in a way that will never apply
to body hair. Words like voluminous, luxurious, lustrous, suppleness,
shine, etc. are not used to describe body hair. It’s because head hair
is so integral to female identity. Head hair is sexualized; therefore, it
automatically becomes important. It’s also a feature on women that
men have significant control over. Many women don’t cut their hair
short because it might affect their desirability to men. At the same
time, many women remove their body hair because men might find
it repulsive.
Body hair might be an overlooked topic, but we cannot
deny that head hair in general holds meaning. Simonette Quamina,
a lecturer at RISD and Brown University explained why hair is the
subject of much of her work:
SQ: Once I moved here I became very aware of myself and my
identity at RISD even though Providence itself has a very wide
demographic, but RISD itself was very limited. I think I was
responding to the new environment. There were these people
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coming into my space who didn’t really understand the work.
They see me and they expect the work to look a certain way or
have a certain aesthetic of what a Black artist is supposed to
be creating. I knew hair could serve as a direct representation
of myself without necessarily painting the Black figure, or the
Black body. Hair becomes the signifier or indicator within the
work.
To understand why hair on a woman’s body is stigmatized,
we first have to understand why head on a woman’s head is
treated differently. I think creativity can be an effective tool to
understand the differences between head hair and body hair.
Art-making can create the space for people to portray different
types of hair, and portray different layers of meaning. It can allow
for an artist to make something society perceives as inferior into
something with value. Seeing diverse depictions of different types
of head hair and body hair questions the feminine norm (hair
on the head, lush eyebrows, long eyelashes, hairless everywhere
else). We might also be able to dismantle this notion that women
should only have hair on their heads.
For example, Gina Palacios, a Hispanic painter who has
created work addressing the quality of her own head hair, describes
her hair an opposition to the norm of thick, luscious hair. In her
paintings, her handling of her hair is beautiful with an attention to
detail. She revealed some of the values we place on head hair:
Some of the paintings I’ve done, I think about it. I don’t have
long, luscious curls on head; it’s really thin. I’m very aware of
that, of thin hair, of thinning hair. I think it has something
to do with being young and healthy. That’s where I feel most
insecure. I was made fun of a lot when I was younger for
having curly hair. Hated it. My mom didn’t know what to do
with it, so she’d give us hair stuff to make it straight. As far
as hair on my body I’m like “meh” but hair on my head is a
different story. In ideals of beauty everybody has straight hair.
Curly hair is super rare. I remember my brother telling me,
“Look around the room. You’re different. You’re the only one
with curly hair.” Yes, but in my mind I just wanted to have
beautiful, straight, long hair and I didn’t.
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Head hair conveys something about a woman’s femininity
and is a way to express the beauty standard at the time. Women are
all expected to have hair on their head. Body hair is largely invisible,
and therefore stigmatized when it becomes visible. Contrastingly, in
American culture hair on the head is always visible, allowing beauty to
project a number of standards onto it. We want long, smooth, luscious
hair on our heads, but no hair anywhere else on our bodies. A quality
of a stigma is that it is often overlooked. We’re afraid to look deeply
because it can bring about questions that make us uncomfortable.
But what better way to dissolve discomfort than to familiarize yourself
with what is causing the discomfort. To understand why body hair is
overlooked, we have to understand why non-body hair (eyelashes, head
hair) isn’t. Hair on a woman’s head conveys a variety of values and
signifies an importance to femininity.
Janine Antoni’s work is a perfect depiction of the importance
we place on hair as a signifier of femininity, as she uses her body “to
make sculptures that recorded her presence in the world” (Spector,
2000, p.10). Spector (2000) in Slumber: A Fairytale describes a piece
entitled Butterfly Kisses (1993):
To create these “automatic” drawings, Antoni applied many
coats of Cover Girl Thick Lash Mascara to her eyelashes
and then fluttered them against clean sheets of white paper.
Averaging sixty winks per day, she completed each drawing
after applying some 1,124 winks on a page. While Butterfly
Kisses embodies prominent motifs in Antoni’s art—namely
cultural tropes of female beauty as fostered by the cosmetics
industry and the intensity of ritualistic labor it also echoes
themes found in slumber.
Another famous piece by Antoni, Loving Care (1992), gives her
hair layers and layers of significance (Figure 5). She mopped the floor
of her gallery with her hair, dipped in black hair dye. She parodies the
dipping of a paintbrush into paint, by using her hair as a brush and
using hair dye as paint. Antoni herself becomes the artist, the subject,
the material, and the instrument. The work does not exist without
acknowledging feminine tradition; she uses her own female body to
laboriously create the work. By using the same brand of hair dye her
mother uses, she acknowledges generations of women performing
domestic chores. In Loving Care (1992), we see a mother, daughter
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relationship; we see a rebellion against women being confined to
household work. All this meaning was made possible by using hair as
a tool to communicate. The use of hair aids in dismantling society’s
connection of head hair to womanhood. Body hair cannot possibly
convey the same complexity, as few have given body hair much thought
or importance.

Figure 5. Loving Care (1994) [performance]

In my collaged oil painting, I wanted to explore the
importance we place on head hair, while disguising it as pubic hair
(Figure 6). The painting has three figures in the center placed on
top of each other. The female figures blend into each other, causing
their physical features to fuse as well. Each woman has “pubic hair”
disguised as head hair in the form of an updo. The pubic hair takes the
place of the head hair for the woman before her, creating an illusion.
The viewer sees these hair pieces as both pubic hair and head hair,
blurring our perceptions of which type of hair is acceptable in certain
places on the body.
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Figure 6. Body Hair Body (2017) [Mixed Media]

The presence of head hair, in many ways, is a bigger signifier
of femininity than the absence of body hair. In Self Portrait with Cropped
Hair (1940) (Figure 7), Mexican painter Frida Kahlo is shown cutting
off her long hair as sign of giving up her sexual power after her divorce
from Diego Rivera. The text above the painting reads, “If I loved you,
it was for your hair. Now you are bald, I don’t want you.” Kahlo is
wearing an oversized suit and her hair is tied up, giving her an air of
masculinity. She acknowledges that head hair, unlike body hair, is tied
to femininity. Somehow Kahlo’s facial hair contributes a quality to
her masculinity as well as to her femininity. In her usually feminine
portrayals of herself, the facial hair is seen as a trademark look, a
fashion statement for Mexican women. In the masculine portrayal of
herself in Self Portrait with Cropped Hair (1940), the facial hair lends
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to her manly pose, clothes, and absence of long hair. Frida Kahlo’s
work is so important to body hair research because she confronts the
viewer with different possibilities of “woman”. She questions how our
perceptions of her facial hair will change when she has long hair versus
cropped hair.

Figure 7. Self Portrait with Cropped Hair (1940) [Oil on canvas]
The African American hair experience is a complex and
historical one, that I won’t do justice to, but to draw a parallel to body
hair, this is a brief overview. Black women in America have always
challenged White standards of beauty. Historically, the relationship
of African American women and hair is connected through slavery.
Lighter skinned women tended to have straighter, less kinky hair,
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which allowed them to adopt White beauty standards more easily.
Wavy hair became “good” while kinky hair became “bad” (Patton,
2010, p.356). Here, hair becomes something that is contested. The
nature of the hair itself is a sign of protest, just as the visibility of body
hair can be a sign of protest.
In my interview with Simonette Quamina , we discussed the
different qualities of Black hair as well as the strength that head hair
can convey. We discussed one of her pieces in particular, Aun’ Peggy
(2012) (Figure 8):
CB: How did you do the braids on the chair? [in Aun’ Peggy]
SQ: They’re hand braided. Being a printmaker, I was thinking
in layers, the context of the work being very layered. Each layer
was fragile, which also related to hair. Strands of hair, if it’s
singular it could break, but once they’re braided together, it
protects the hair and keeps the moisture in. I though of hair
and all the connotations that it had once it became a braid.
The act of it being something fragile to it becoming that
has the strength and stability to hold things up. It becomes
structural when braided.
Then I wanted to get the hair really long. I had these spools of
threads. Labels on spools of thread have color and material. So
I played around with the idea of how a woman would go into a
beauty supply store. You’re still categorized by the type of hair,
or color of hair, or texture of hair. It’s constantly happening,
just like when you buy thread and you have to decide if you
want synthetic or cotton or silk. I played around with the
labeling system but instead used language that was directly
related to how hair is graded. The spools were three feet high
and I wanted the hair to become like thread.
And when it came to the chair, I braided the hair so it would
taper. The chair itself became a person. It’s called Aun’ Peggy.
Hair is something we use everyday. The chair is supposed to be
functional, it’s sturdy, but yet I’m making this chair that is six
feet tall on these really unstable legs. You can’t sit on it because
of how it’s oriented. The hair brings life into the object.
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CB: I really like what you said about the different types of hair
and how they’re categorized. How were the spools labeled?
SQ: Kinky, curly, or bone straight, or sometimes the Rapunzel
look. It took on the form of how a normal spool of thread
would be labeled with the barcode. It was a heavy topic, but
the labeling itself was all these fun colors. If you didn’t know
how to take the work, you would think, “oh this is fun”
without realizing there are all these layers of meaning (Personal
communication, January 27, 2017).

Figure 8. Aun’ Peggy ,(2012) [Graphite, Wood, Hair]
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Head hair reveals something about the person. Hatoum (2016)
says that, “For women especially, hair is considered constitutive of
selfhood: from Medusa’s snake hair to Rapunzel, it is understood as
a potent symbol of individual female identity” (p.120). Since society
places so much importance on it, it begins to hold significance.
Regardless of the level of acceptance towards the diverse qualities
of head hair, women are all expected to have it, while body hair is
expected to disappear. It is understood that “…female head hair grows
‘naturally’, and any attempt to cut it must involve intent” (Cocks,
2007, p.196). Whereas depilating body hair is the removal of hair that
grows “unnaturally”. The intent in regards to body hair is so ingrained
in women that the refusal to remove hair involves true action and
intent. Depilation—a process that involves time, effort, pain and
money is thought of as more natural than not removing hair. Hair
on a woman’s head is allowed and expected to exist in a variety of
forms, whereas hair on a woman’s body is not. The presence/absence
of hair on a woman’s body begins to reveal something about her: how
clean she is, how qualified she is, how womanly she is, or how much
attention she pays to her appearance.

Representation of Body Hair in Visual Media
Why is there so little literature about women and body hair
when there are many artists and designers who address the topic?
There’s something about hair that is visual. We can draw about it, but
we cannot talk about it? And not writing, reading, or talking about
body hair means that we are not thinking critically about it.
Why do books on Frida Kahlo—one of the most well known
female identified artists with visible facial hair—rarely address her
hair? Is it because her beauty transcends any masculine characteristics
the hair might insinuate? Is it because her hair has become such an
iconic symbol that it has lost its stigmatized connotation? It seems
that without Kahlo’s facial hair we do not see the real Frida Kahlo.
Of course, we see the iconization of her facial hair in her countless
self portraits. In A Biography of Frida Kahlo, Herrera (1983) describes
the significance of each of Kahlo’s self portraits, beginning with the
first, “Of the early paintings, however, only the first self portrait hints
at the intensely personal nature of Frida’s future work. Perhaps this
is because it was, like so many of her later portraits, a token of love,
a kind of magic talisman that was crucial to the artist’s well-being”
(p.65). Kahlo’s accounts of each of her self-portraits are crucial in
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understanding her body of work. “I paint myself because I am so
often alone, because I am the subject I know best” (Herrera, 1983,
p.74). We develop a deeper understanding of facial hair on women by
becoming invested in Frida herself—her Mexican heritage, her style,
her gender identity. Kahlo is in complete control of how the viewer
perceives her. Maybe descriptions and analyses of Kahlo’s facial hair
are never mentioned in academic literature because Kahlo’s aim was
to beautify facial hair and turn it into something unremarkable. While
at first this lack of literature sounded like a problem for my research, I
saw it as an opportunity to widen the body hair lens. Kahlo facial hair
isn’t prominent in Herrerra’s biography, but that is admirable, that
an author is able to address Kahlo’s history without overessentializing
the seemingly “trivial” hair in between her eyebrows. In another book
about Frida Kahlo, Morrison (2003) mentions her facial hair briefly,
while discussing deeper meanings of Kahlo’s work in more detail: “Her
dark eyebrows met in the middle, and she didn’t bother to pluck them.
She also had a faint mustache that she did not hesitate to include in
her many self portraits” (p.15). It’s a viewpoint that gives Kahlo great
power as an artist. One paper I found, Cocks’ (2007) On Frida Kahlo’s
moustache: a reading of Self-portrait with cropped hair and its criticism,
specifically focused on the statement Kahlo was making through her
inclusion of facial hair.
Kahlo’s initial refusal to trim her facial hair is an important
moment for the critical discourse. It is important because it
brings into being a feature that will eventually distinguish
Kahlo’s art from the patriarchal capitalism’s attempt to copy
it with the ‘Frida look’. The facial hair is that which makes
Kahlo’s work unique, and this hair is both a ‘masculine
feature’ and an ‘exaggeration’. Thus patriarchy is refused
through a masculine feature, the act of not cutting one’s hair
(Cocks, 2007, p.196).
I would not be able to argue that her facial hair is overlooked
due to the authors’ concentration on her other subject matter. Hair
is heavily tied to culture, gender, and identity, three topics that Kahlo
addresses in her work. Looking closely at her work, the detail on
her hair is exquisite, done with skill and care. The fact that Kahlo
never shies away from depicting the hair on her face shows that it is
significant. Body hair by nature becomes faint and less noticeable
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at a distance, so the fact that she exaggerated the hair to become
noticeable, reveals its importance. She was able to iconize herself
through numerous self-portraits; she created her own definition of
beauty. “Kahlo’s repeated painting of self-portraits is a repeated act of
self-creation not dissimilar from her act of refusing to shave” (Cocks,
2007, p.196).
She exudes self-confidence and style in her first self-portrait,
(Figure 9), with her elongated neck and hands, in a low cut dress.
Instead of turning the single eyebrow into a gimmick, she uses it to
her advantage, painting it as a winged shape, the wing pointing down
towards her cupid’s bow and down to her v-cut dress. In Self Portrait
with Necklace (1933), Kahlo pays an equal amount of attention to the
eyebrow as to the rest of the painting (Figure 10). She successfully gives
importance to the facial hair without making it a divergent feature.

Figure 9. Self Portrait (1926) [Oil
on canvas]
42

Figure 10. Self Portrait with
Necklace (1933) [Oil on metal]
Mona Hatoum’s work on female body hair is a stark
contrast to Kahlo’s representational work. Hatoum is a Palestinian
artist based in London who explores themes of politics, gender and
the body. In examining her work, we realize that the “intrusion
into Hatoum’s proffered body reminds us that self lies beyond
figuration and that nothing is less localized than gender" (Hatoum,
2016, p.68). A realistically represented woman is not necessary in
Hatoum’s case to illustrate issues of gender. In Jardin Public (1993),
Hatoum feminizes a chair by adding a triangular patch of her
own pubic hair (Figure 11). The small patch holds vast amounts
of significance. The triangular shape, as well as its location on
the char, immediately denotes pubic hair. If Hatoum were sitting
on the chair, and everything but her pubic hair disappeared, that
is where her pubic hair would be. Jardin Public (1993) allows the
viewer to question how we assign genders to inanimate objects. A
neatly groomed patch of pubic hair might suggest a feminine chair,
but a patch of armpit hair might not do the same.
43

Figure 11. Jardin Public (1993) [painted wrought iron, wax and pubic hair]

Figure 12. the pubic triangle. (2017) [monoprint]
44

Inspired by Hatoum’s work, I created a print using lace and
triangle stencils (Figure 12). I wanted to explore the way certain images
can convey femininity without having a woman present. The lace
underwear on its own is delicate and feminine, but the placement
of the dark triangles over the lace become an obstacle. Does the lace
become more or less feminine with the acknowledgement of hair
in the pubic area? This can be done most successfully with pubic
hair because of its overt sexualization. The dark, simple and graphic
triangle shape can denote pubic hair because it’s a part of the woman’s
body that is significant. The same cannot be said for a shape of hair
placed in an armpit. Armpits hold no sexual importance in our society,
and therefore can’t be symbolized through a simple shape.
Like Hatoum, artist Marilyn Minter gives character to pubic
hair, but in a way that acknowledges individual women's personalities.
Her photobook entitled Plush is a collection of 70 photographs of
women’s grown out pubic hair (Figure 13). Minter photographed a
diverse group of women, paying them to grow out their pubic hair for
the purposes of the photographs. The book strives to bring body hair
back into public discourse and the result is powerful and striking.
These photographs are unapologetically about public hair; their goal
is to be seen. While the pubic hair in these photos is sexualized, its
depiction differs from the usual way we are exposed to pubic hair. The
woman’s body is somewhat obscured and the pubic hair is the sole
focus. Minter says, “The glamour industry has created such distortion
in young girls. I know young girls who are lazering all the hair off their
bodies! And for pubic hair to look disgusting to young boys, that’s
not healthy. I wanted to make beautiful images of pubic hair so that
women have more choices” (Silverton, 2014). Minter’s goal is to make
the varieties of hair known, debunking the idea that every woman
should be clean-shaven. By including a diverse group of women in the
work, she allows for a variety of women to see themselves in the work.
Alice Hamblett, a Visual Arts student from Brown University,
also allowed for the possibility for women to see themselves in her
work. Like Minter, she was focused on conveying personality through
pubic hair (Figure 14). Inspired by the women in her family, she
decided to illustrate different varieties of pubic hair as descriptors.
AH: The idea of the project came out of a commentary on the
women in my family. The whole thing is about this sturdier
conception of womanhood with, like, pubic hair being
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portrayed on this really sturdy underwear on the clotheslines.
In the installation there’s one of my thongs—a lace thong—on
there, to symbolize the tension between the two versions of
womanhood. In terms of creating it, I went to Michael’s and
chose a bunch of different flowers. But I wanted to choose
ones that were not typical. I wanted to choose ones that had
some character. Some of them are kind of ugly, but really
soft colors.
CB: Can you tell me more about why you thought the
hair should have character? Why did you want each one to
be different?
AH: It’s something that isn’t uniform, right? I wanted them all
to be different because—this sounds pretty cliché—but no two
are the same. No two women in my family are the same even
though they have the same thematic sensibility about them. I
wanted to make sure they were different. I didn’t want them
to be typically beautifully. I wanted them to be more subtly
beautiful. There’s so much stigmatization about pubic hair
that you need to have some quirkiness.
CB: I find that pubic hair is so charged. It’s either trying to
be rebellious or seem crazy. But, in your case, it’s actually
thinking about the significance behind the hair there. It’s not
just a statement to make.
AH: Talking about pubic hair fits into this larger narrative
about what it means to expose your intimate items out on a
clothesline for everybody to see.
In That wonderful phænomenon’: female body hair and English
literary tradition, Williams (2006) says that “The pubis is the only
site on a woman’s body where the existence of hair is frequently
acknowledged, but this process is often a matter of paraphrase,
metaphor and symbolism, to be decoded only by readers already in the
know” (p.109). Why is pubic hair most commonly referred to when
talking about body hair?
While body hair in general is overlooked, we often address
certain sexually charged areas of body that produce hair. The pubis
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Figure 13. Plush (2014) [photographs]

Figure 14. on growing up in a matriarchy &
learning how to love joni mitchell (2017)
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holds meaning because it conveys something about a woman’s
sexuality. The “triangle” of hair at the pubis becomes important. If
she doesn’t have this properly groomed “triangle” of hair, how will
we know that she is a woman? Body hair that serves a purpose—like
pleasing men—receives more attention. Tanya and I address this point
in our interview:
CB: Ok, so you said that you kept your armpit hair after the
backpacking trip, but then you shaved your leg hair. Why do
you think there’s a difference between armpit hair and leg
hair? And then especially wearing a swimsuit or something,
I don’t think leg hair will ever be acceptable the same way
armpit hair is. There’s the issue of public versus private. Maybe
on some parts of your body having hair is “ok” in public,
but the hair in your bikini line, that seems to cross the line
between public and private. Is it ok to have hair there? Is it
something you shouldn’t be showing? When does body hair
become too private?
TA: I have a different way of thinking about it because I work
with kids. Over the summer I worked with little kids and was
wearing a swimsuit around them. So first I stopped shaving my
armpit hair, then my leg hair, then my pubic hair, but still to
this day I shave my bikini line. My rationalization for that is
because I’m in a swimsuit around little kids and I don’t think
that’s appropriate hair for a little kid to be seeing. Because
your hair around your genitals is pubic hair and technically
your armpit hair is also pubic hair. Because they are things
that come at puberty. In public with kids, I always shave my
bikini line because with leg hair—it’s just leg hair. Even little
kids have leg hair—you know that tiny little leg hair, it’s so
cute! And armpit hair—at a certain age it starts growing and it’s
fine. The armpit has never really been sexualized. But pubic
hair…if a kid were to ask me why I have pubic hair, that’s just a
different situation to address.
With the difference between armpit hair and leg hair being
acceptable, we can’t discount the fact that armpit hair has
been made to seem sort of fashionable. In general, people
think armpits are pretty weird.
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CB: No one wants to put their hand in an armpit, regardless
of if it’s hairy or not.
TA: Exactly. No one’s trying to look at your armpit. You
know, it’s just kind of hanging out between your arm and your
body. But especially for women, legs are super sexualized. You
know, “she had legs that went for miles” or “shiny”. Legs are
sexualized and legs are supposed to be touchable. By men.
Ultimate male gaze situation.
Gustave Courbet’s Origine du monde (1866) is a prime example
of the “male gaze” controlling the perception of women’s hairy
bodies (Figure 15). His piece was considered the “reality” of a woman.
Courbet depicted the woman as the ultimate object of male desire,
with the woman’s pubic hair and vagina as a forbidden spectacle.
The title, translated to “origin of the world” even suggests that the
woman’s vagina is the source of all creation (Cohen and Prendergast,
1995, P.339).
Contemporary African-American artist Mickalene Thomas’
re-creation of Courbet’s controversial piece is entitled Origin of
the Universe I (2012) (Figure 16). She takes Courbet's piece and
elevates it from "world" to "universe". They are important because
they are the reclamation of a woman’s overtly sexualized pubic hair.
Thomas diversified, personalized, and reclaimed Courbet’s fetishized
female body. Courbet’s version might have been as realistic and
groundbreaking portrayal of a woman at the time, due to the grown
out pubic hair and the expansive and revealing posture of the woman,
but, to me, Thomas’ version is far more real. Her woman has more
character; she’s empowering, studded with rhinestones. The inclusion
of pubic hair doesn’t feel like a fetishized element because you see
Thomas' personality in the work. Thomas isn’t catering to the male
gaze as Courbet is. In Courbet’s Origine du monde (1866) the pubic
hair is forbidden and erotic; a common pornographic image. Thomas’
Origin of the Universe I (2012) is relatable to women of color and
automatically tied to a woman’s authenticity.
New York City based Japanese illustrator, Yuko Shimizu,
has illustrated multiple pieces addressing the representation of
women with body hair. Unlike Marilyn Minter, Shimizu’s work is
understated and somewhat less “rebellious”, but it conveys the same
social ideals that surround body hair. In a three part poster series
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Figure 15. Origine du monde (1866) [Oil on canvas]

Figure 16. Origin of the Universe I (2012) [Rhinestone, acrylic paint and
oil enamel on wood panel]
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entitled Tame Your Hair, Shimizu illustrated pubic and underarm hair
being “unleashed” (Figure 17). Women must tame and groom their
pubic hair into, for example, a triangle shape or a “landing strip”.
Women must tame and remove their armpit hair completely as it
could potentially masculinize them. Shimizu’s work challenges these
grooming ideals. The hair flows out of these body parts in intricate

Figure 17. Tame Your Hair (2012) [Illustrations]
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swirls with screaming heads twisting around them. Shimizu captures
the disgust our society projects about hair as well as the ways women
feel pressured to tame their hair. The illustrations convey what many
women feel about depilation practices. Sometimes women want to
“unleash” their hair; let it grow! But letting the hair grow holds many
social stigmas that make everyday life anxiety ridden. If a woman does
unleash her hair, she might be taken less seriously in the workplace,
she might be perceived as dirty or unkempt, her desirability to men
might decrease, and she might experience public shame and ridicule.
Sometimes unleashing body hair isn't worth it for all the shaming and
self consciousness it might cause.
I think Shimizu’s work is extremely powerful, as it personifies
our body hair and captures what those hairs might be thinking in a
humorous way. In her work, body hair is a screaming mass and acts as
an entity to rid us of evil spirits, a way to expunge negative energy and
flick off sweat. The tagline for these posters reads: “Tame Your Hair”—
something all women are told to do in some way or other. But, the
nature of the hair in Shimizu’s illustrations is different: screaming and
alive. It cannot possibly be tamed.
We are forced to “tame” our body hair because the alternative
may be perceived as deviant. Body hair, to many people, is thought of
as unclean, radical, even disgusting. Unlike some artists who choose to
use hair as a way to invoke disgust from the viewer, for example Robert
Gober’s Short Haired Cheese (1992), I wished to make the hair look as
luxurious as possible. In Wax Strip (2017), I painted layers upon layers
to create a variety of patterns (Figure 18). This painting was inspired
by a photo I took after waxing my legs. At that point in time, I hadn't
depilated for three months. I finally saw what my natural legs looked
like. The hair was an even, dark mass and I didn't mind it. As I ripped
the wax strips from my legs I noticed there were so many points of
visual interest. I wanted to find something beautiful about a practice
I despised. I noticed the blue perforated wax strip, then the dark layer
of thick hairs embedded in the sticky, matted wax. In the painting,
I captured the different dimensions of color and texture, the bright
spotted blue, the slightly green wax under the blue and the orange
tinted wax placed on top with dark hairs poking through. I saw this
painting as a graphic design—something modern and contemporary I
wouldn't mind hanging in my living room.
I think Gober does an effective job in inciting a reaction
out the viewer, but one that isn't necessarily constructive. Minter's
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photographs also incite a reaction, but it allows the viewer to confront
an image they aren't usually exposed to, and confront why seeing
pubic hair in a natural state is important. Minter wants to change the
language around pubic hair and make us think about the women behind
it. Gober's message behind the work doesn't seem to be the same.
Seeing the Short Haired Cheese (1992) makes me wonder and
it makes me laugh (Figure 19). He successfully personifies a block of
cheese by adding hair, but at the same time makes the hair something
that is undesirable—like mold. For me, viewing his work made me
recognize the ways in which our society perceives hair—as mold on our
bodies. Gober's work was important for me to see as it expanded my
views on the way hair can be represented. But, I don't think his work
is particularly important in understanding why body hair on women
is stigmatized. It doesn't help us understand why we might find the
hairy cheese disgusting. “Body hair breaks borders. Like the shoots of
a plant, it pushes beyond the surface of the skin and, at times, reaches
beyond the confines of the skin completely as it lands in the shower
drain, furrows into a bar of soap, or lodges in food” (Immergut 2010
p.294). Maybe it's because hair on food is unappetizing, but it might be
something deeper.
These artists and designers provide us with valuable insights
on body hair. We might not very often see hair on women's bodies, but
we begin to understand its nuances. Seeing representations of body
hair in visual work keeps us thinking and acknowledging the existence
of body hair. In some ways, all the various representations of body
hair on women challenge hegemony. The works that display hair in
an empowering way slowly work to destigmatize body hair. They create
different narratives for the hairy woman. They prompt discussion
and begin to play a part in the body hair positivity movement. Other
portrayals of body hair in popular culture or advertisements might
have a negative connotation but they still allow us to think critically:
How are these negative representations of body hair perpetuating the
idea that hair on a woman’s body is dirty, masculine and deviant?
These examples that continue to stigmatize body hair tend to go
unnoticed and disregarded as harmful because they are displaying
already dominant ideas. Our job is to examine them closely and
challenge the hegemonic ideas in place.
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Figure 18. Wax Strip (2017) [Oil and wax on canvas]

Figure 19. Short Haired Cheese (1992) [Cheese and hair]
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Chapter 4
Discussing Stigma in Arts Education

There have to be different methods for discussing stigma

in different arts education settings: K-8, high school, and higher
education. The nature of many stigmas lies in mature subject matter.
Body hair, for example, is sexualized on certain parts of the body—this
may not be an appropriate stigma to discuss in the K-8 environment.
Stigma can be difficult, heavy, and complex. Therefore, my arts
education research on stigma is targeted towards 11th and 12th grades in
high school and higher education. The language that goes into talking
about stigma requires students to define their identities in a more
complex way. Students must also have the emotional vocabulary to
address the controversy and conflict associated with stigma.
There are many pedagogical practices we can employ to discuss
stigma in arts education. We will be talking about diversity education,
social justice education, feminist pedagogy, and multiculturalism and
identity. How can we make discussing stigma in the arts education
setting productive, impactful and illuminating?—a learning experience
for both educators and students? These themes can work towards
mobilizing student's identities in the classroom, making it possible
to address stigma. We will determine how these methods foster an
environment that makes discussing stigma possible and how creativity
is designed to welcome discussion of the “controversial” or “difficult”.
Talking about body hair in a creative educational setting
allows us to gain the tools to discuss stigma as a whole. I’m using body
hair as a case study because it’s such a deeply overlooked problem
that requires many layers of looking to truly understand it. Body hair
acts as our segue into talking about the much larger scope of stigma,
looking at sociological terms used to talk about stigma (hegemony,
patriarchy, etc.) and looking at visual and literary work to terms to
concrete ideas. An important aspect of exploring stigma is to learn
how it is situated within the world. Addressing stigma in a creative
setting doesn't mean that it must remain in the realm of creativity.
It is important for students to understand how their lives connect to
society at large. The work they create and the issues they address in the
arts classroom have the potential to move outside of that space. Art55

making allows for many creative and expressive students to understand
social justice issues in a way that is outside of traditional learning
methods. Reading an article on an issue can inform a student about the
intricacies of a problem, but thinking about a problem visually might
be the key to understanding and empathizing as opposed to merely
knowing information.
As I began researching methods to address stigma in arts
education, I first focused on diversity education and social justice
education. It is important to understand the difference between the
two methods and how one might benefit the discussion of stigma
more than the other. Diversity is used as a pedagogical tool to
appreciate difference. A diversity-based approach might focus more
on appreciating different cultures and identities and experiences, but
might overlook the “biases and microagressions people in these groups
encounter” (Adams and Zuniga 2016, p.96). Diversity education does
not enable students to think critically about problems in our society.
Acknowledging stigma requires one to acknowledge the ways people
can often be condemned for possessing a characteristic different from
the societal norm. Appreciating difference is important, of course, but
we should also be aware of the privileges we have. And how do these
privileges shape the way we perceive those who are different from us?
Recognizing difference is not enough. We have to think critically and
be open to understanding and welcoming difference in our lives.
I would argue that social justice education is much better
suited to provide educators with the tools to address stigma. In
Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice, Adams and Zuniga (2016) define
the method:
Social justice education focuses attention on the ways in which
social group differences of race and ethnicity, national origins,
language, religion, gender, sexuality, class, disability, and age
interact with systems of domination and subordination to
privilege or disadvantage different social group members
relative to each other. We use the term social justice education
as distinct from diversity education to capture an emphasis on
unequal social structures, supremacist ideologies, and oppressive
politics and practices by which members of dominant social
groups, whether knowingly or unconsciously, perpetuate their
own social and cultural privilege to the disadvantage of
marginalized or subordinated social groups (p.96-97).
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Addressing stigma through creative work allows students
to question the hegemonic practices they are continuously exposed
to. We are socialized to believe these ideals as “normal” but we have
the power to investigate different possibilities. Norms are seen as
default characteristics—heterosexuality, women as feminine, or femaleidentified bodies completely devoid of hair. These norms are difficult
to change, but it is our job to question why they continue to exist
in the first place. For students to feel welcome to question, certain
practices must be put into place. Ballengee-Morris, Daniel & Stuhr
(2010) in Social justice through a curriculum narrative: Investigating issues of
diversity list ways we should engage social justice curriculum in the arts
classroom. It should, the authors state:
1) Be grounded in the lives of students;
2) Provide a critical lens to view all social and cultural systems;
3) Establish a safe environment in which to do critical inquiry
4) Incite an investigation of bias;
5) Present justice for all as a goal;
6) Provide for participatory and experimental involvement; and
7) Be hopeful, joyful, kind, visionary, affirming, activist,
academically rigorous, integrated, culturally sensitive, and
utilize community resources (p.15).
Social justice education does not just cater to minority
students or students from urban areas. Employing these practices is
truly beneficial when everyone is exposed to them. Our diverse lives
are all connected and mobilizing our identities in the creative setting
makes that connection clearer. In engaging the seven points listed
above, it will be possible to tackle subjects that are more personal.
Feminist pedagogy holds similar values to social justice
education, focusing on empowering students. In What is Feminist
Pedagogy? Shrewsbury (1993) defines the term:
If in a continuing reflective process; engaged actively with the
material being studied; engaged with others in a struggle to get
beyond our sexism and racism and classism and homophobia
and other destructive hatreds and to work together to enhance
our knowledge; engaged with the community, with traditional
organizations, and with movements for social change (p.8).
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Feminist pedagogy works to combat certain stigmas. Students
are encouraged to find their voices and discover new ways of
communication to understand each other. In the feminist classroom,
traditional hierarchy is exchanged for student autonomy. It celebrates
students’ difference and fosters a sense of community rather than
isolation. The reconceptualization of community allows for difference
and diversity in the classroom to be the driving force of creativity. The
feminist teacher must be the role model in the classroom, steering
students towards a shared goal (Shrewsbury, 1993, p.11). “Feminist
critical pedagogy seeks to promote equality between different groups
in society through education and expose the mechanisms in education
that marginalize certain groups" (Ziv, 2015, p.198). In regards to
stigma, the most important aspects of feminist pedagogy are its focus
on community engagement, commitment to subject matter and its
dedication to dismantling hierarchies in education. The focus on
“exposing mechanisms” that perpetuate the silencing of marginalized
students or opinions is significant (Ziv, 2015, p.198). Feminist
pedagogy takes the initiative to challenge dominant ways of thinking;
marginalized students are not given a voice, but instead given the
chance to use the voice they’ve always had.
In addition to the ways we can engage these pedagogical
practices, here are my suggestions for creative educators to engage stigma.
1) Maintain a safe and inclusive space, getting to know your
students. Make them feel comfortable and listen to what
they have to say. Ask students to share their preferred gender
pronouns. Give students the time to express themselves in a
way that is conducive to them, whether it is in a group setting
or one-on-one meeting.
2) Be socially aware. Be aware of your own biases and maintain
curiosity when facilitating conversations. The importance
of discussing stigma in the classroom is that it allows the
student to explore a topic that would otherwise be ignored. An
educator’s opinion should not interfere with that exploration.
Try not to make any assumptions about the work or the
subject matter. One person’s understanding of a stigma is
different from another’s . Try to use language that conveys
curiosity and engagement. If you have a bias towards the
subject matter, try to avoid language that might convey disgust
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or discomfort. If that is a feeling that arises after viewing a
student’s work, step back and explore why you feel this way.
Perhaps listening and understanding the student’s perspective
can broaden your outlook on the subject, which ultimately is
the goal of discussing stigma.
3) Provide students with the resources to address stigma in the
most effective way. For example, the nuances of body hair and
its visual details can best be expressed in a medium that allows
for those details to be apparent. If the work is a painting,
provide the student with the tools to be able to capture detail
work: finer brushes, mediums to decrease the viscosity of
paint, etc.
4) Don’t be afraid to acknowledge difference in the classroom.
Encouraging the sharing of alternate perspectives allows
the students to challenge norms and look at society in a
new way. Make connections between subject matter and
between students. We must be motivated to give importance
to students’ diverse experiences. Acknowledging difference
helps break down the hierarchical structure of the classroom.
Every student has something relevant to contribute, further
supporting the fact that we live in a shared world.
5) Confront problems or discomfort that might arise from
discussing stigma. What is it about the subject matter
that creates this discomfort? With body hair, some of the
discomfort arises from the fact that it is routinely ignored.
The stigmatization of body hair manifests itself in a way that
causes people with visible hair to feel shamed and “othered”.
Acknowledging why students might feel uncomfortable with
the subject matter is one step towards discovering why a
characteristic is categorized as stigma.
6) Ask insightful questions about the work that prompts
discussion. Avoid asking yes/no questions. Find ways to
monitor class discussions. Allow quieter students the chance
to express themselves. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks (1994)
says that current pedagogical practices need to move towards
teaching students to “how to listen, how to hear one another”
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(p.150). If a student does not participate in discussion, meet
with them one-on-one to find out why. Is it a discomfort
with the subject matter? Are some topics too personal for the
student confront?
7) Be present and involved during the process of students
creating the work, without influencing it. The educator’s role
in crucial. Your own biases and opinions concerning a stigma
have no place in a student’s creative process. However, both
the student and educator can benefit from sharing their own
personal stories. Educators can play a part in fostering a safe
and inclusive environment by sharing their own experiences
with a student.
To employ these practices in education, educators must be
conscious of their own identities. Educators’ identities are equally as
relevant as the students’ identities. Educators must be aware of their
own identities and how that might shape their pedagogical practices.
“When educators model self-awareness about their own identities,
processes in identity development, and inevitable gaps in knowledge
and consciousness, they are likely to garner more trust and respect
from students” (Bell, Goodman, & Varghese, 2016, p.399). If a student
confronts a stigma in their work and discusses it with their educator—
that conversation requires an element of trust and support.
Educators also have the responsibility to create empowering
learning environments for their students, learning environments that
allow students to function in a multicultural world. Education marks
influential moments in a student’s life. High school is four years of
crucial development, figuring out educational interests and developing
opinions. College can be even more crucial. It’s another four years of
developing those educational interests and opinions in a setting that
is lively and increasingly diverse. College experiences begin to create
“critical thinkers, conscious learners and active citizens” (Nagda, 2004,
p.197). Students ultimately benefit from diverse environments that
prompt this thinking.
Educators should encourage the salience of identity in the
classroom, recognizing that multiculturalism supports learning as
opposed to obstructing it. Diversity maximizes knowledge production
and brings about new ideas and questions. Moya (2006) in What’s
identity got to do with it? Mobilizing identities in the multicultural classroom,
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argues that, “a truly multi-perspectival, multicultural education will
work to mobilize identities in the classroom rather than seeking
to minimize all effects of identities” (p. 96). Identity is important,
especially in the classroom. Students’ thoughts and learning processes
are influenced by their backgrounds--everything is in context to one’s
identity. Multiculturalism reveals to us the narrow views that are
usually employed in education. It combats the hierarchical structure
of the classroom—one that predominantly values Whiteness—and
recognizes the value of each individual. We must be willing to
“surrender to the wonder of re-learning and learning ways of knowing
that go against the grain” (hooks,1994, p.44). We do this by creating
a sense of community in the classroom; one that gives us a shared
commitment towards a common good. Discussing stigma will
inevitably cause discomfort, but will create a diverse discourse among
students. Arts education is the place to gather to become invested
in a shared goal. We make mistakes, learn from them, make new
discoveries, say things we shouldn’t, or say things that make others
angry or uncomfortable. We ultimately learn from these experiences.
In my interview with Mica, a Portuguese student from Project
Open Door, she mentioned that she wouldn’t want to talk about body
hair with her family. She said their views on the topic were deeply
ingrained and homogeneous; they didn’t have the desire to change
their views. Mica said she would be far more comfortable talking about
her body hair concerns in her high school art class because, “you
would have a lot of different people that have different experiences.”
This diversity you find in a classroom cannot be guaranteed in a family
or friends setting. We should take advantage of the knowledge that we
gain from being around students of diverse identities.
Moya (2006) asks the question: “How do we bring our
students’ experiences into the classroom without either pigeonholing
them as “native informants” or allowing them to be unquestioned
authorities on an identity group as a whole?” (p.108). We have
to recognize every student’s individuality, even if they categorize
themselves in the same way—students may identify as South Asian, but
a student of Indian descent will obviously be different from a student
of Pakistani descent. We have to acknowledge that identity is always
changing, but art-making gives students the opportunity to confront
these changes. Creativity helps us understand the ever changing
world, and how our identities are affected by those changes. Identity is
complex. My suggestions for discussing stigma in arts education involve
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first acknowledging student identity, which takes time and effort. We
have to take the time to allow students to feel important; we have to
make students feel recognized in their quest to understand stigma.
There were rarely conversations in my art classes that
encouraged students to tackle personal topics and issues of identity.
Identity is significant to every aspect of our lives. It’s fluid and diverse
and demands to be acknowledged. It is important to talk about
identity in any educational setting because it is a way to engage with
difference. What makes you unique? How do your life experiences
influence your artistic practice? One can imagine that students would
all answer these questions differently. Identity engages with difference,
but the expression of identity also allows for us to connect with
each other in a variety of ways. When students see others dealing
with issues similar to their own, it automatically creates a more
inclusive environment.
In an interview with Aimee Vue a queer, Hmong, Visual Arts
student from Brown University, we discussed how finding similarities
in identity allows one to feel encouraged:
AV: The way that I look at inspiration is inspiration [follows]
permission. I gain inspiration from people who really move me
at a more intuitive and visceral way. These are people who can
give me permission. I remember reading Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s Americanah back in 2013, thinking that, “Wow,
relationships are a lot more messy. The narrative of being an
immigrant and being a woman of color. Writing in that way,
she gave me permission to do that as well.
CB: So being exposed to something or seeing it represented
for the first time allows you to do the same.
AV: One of the main reasons I became a Visual Arts
concentrator was because of my Lithography professor. She’s
a sixty, seventy-year-old queer White woman. We were having
a mid semester critique. I was feeling a lot of insecurity about
being a female artist and being a woman of color artist in
today’s world. She said, “ Don’t even worry about that Aimee.
Don’t follow trends; follow what is close to your art. Follow
what you want and let the work show for you. Don’t worry
about the male run world out there, it’s really about you.
62

Having that affirmation from someone has been in the art
world for so long and a queer woman. She has all these similar
identities to me. That’s another “permission” piece. Having
someone very close to me who understands my work give me
that affirmation; to say, “ The work that you’re doing about
bodies and sexuality and about these funny but harmful but
also vulnerable topics—you can do that”. It’s very powerful. To
hear someone say that—thank you. I can totally do visual arts
and express myself in these ways, very unabashedly.
The concept of gaining permission to talk about stigma is
important. If you are never exposed to creative work that challenges
certain ideals, you might not feel as comfortable challenging those
ideals yourself. Aimee also brings up the point of having access to
a person who can understand the work, giving you affirmations to
continue. That is a crucial point as well. Stigma can be heavy. No one
should have to delve into a stigmatized topic completely alone, unless
it is their choice. Creators and creative works that raise questions need
support from people to be successful. The work needs an audience
and the creator needs a community. Feeling as though you have
“permission” to address stigma in creative work, implies that you have
the space and a level of engagement with the people around you. In
Aimee’s case, she is finding ways to create that conducive environment
for herself, finding an outlet to explore certain stigmas.
Creating artwork about stigma is a form of action. When
a student creates the work it might broaden their understanding of
the topic. Those who are exposed to the work might gain a better
understanding of what someone else is feeling. “All forms of education
act as social intervention and the implementation of these forms
reconstructs society in various ways” (Ballengee-Morris et al., 2010,
p.14). By allowing for the discussion of stigma, we begin to expand
our thought processes which might have otherwise been very limited.
Rebecca Schena, a sophomore student at RISD, took a course called
Stereotypes and Prejudice. The course allowed her to learn about the
psychology behind stigma and create visual work as a response to the
learning. Rebecca expressed the desire to take more courses like this one;
that were interdisciplinary and allowed her explore challenging topics:
Using art is such a great way to address stereotypes in general.
At an age younger than college it could be very helpful, just
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as far as learning in studio classes. With my background, I
went to a public school with a normal art program and there
wasn’t much emphasis on making work that was impactful
or intended to make anyone question anything. If there had
been a push when I was younger to start thinking about that,
I think there’s a lot of growth that can happen there. We can
always start talking about these things, but I think it should
start at a younger age.
I think being in a creative educational setting automatically
allows students the environment and the resources to discuss stigma.
I want to provide educators with the tools to navigate stigma within
arts education, but I also want to elucidate that creativity on its own
already provides many of the tools necessary to address stigma.

Creativity: A Valuable Resource
The elements of creativity are built to tackle difficult and
stigmatized topics in ways others educational practices are not. In
Behind the Scenes of Artistic Creativity : Processes of Learning, Creating and
Organising, Chemi, Hersted & Borup Jensen (2014) define creativity
“as the ability and process of producing something new or exceptional
that is useful to someone in a specific environment” (p.33). Part of
the joy in being creative is the ability to explore new ideas and develop
new ways of understanding. That process can be especially beneficial
to understanding stigma. There’s never enough material on stigma,
written or visual. So, if students are not exposed to material that
addresses stigma, the next best thing is to create the work themselves,
to understand through making. For me and other young women
such as Rebecca, being exposed to creative work involving body hair
would have been really valuable. Body hair is stigmatized because
our society refuses to acknowledge the complexity of women. We
shun body hair on the female body because it does not fit our mold
of womanhood. We pigeonhole women in this way, and it closes off
a part of their identity, but I believe art-making can be a solution to
making this aspect of identity visible. Arts education must be patient.
We must cultivate an environment and foster a better understanding
of our students before we can bring in stigma. I would have felt more
comfortable with my hairy body knowing that there were others who
looked the same way. Being given the space to create work based on
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my emotions towards body hair would have been even more valuable.
Creating work that questioned the ideal woman would have been a
new learning experience for many teenagers in my high school. The art
classroom was the perfect environment to test out those ideas.
I desperately wanted to know why hair was so disgusting to
people. I didn’t know that many other women wanted answers as
well. Through creating work on body hair this year, I discovered that
many women also had the desire to be hairy. Art-making gave me the
opportunity to hear narratives that I didn’t know existed. Chemi,
Hersted & Borup Jensen (2014) define artistic creativity “as the subject
of our research, is looked at as the ability to construct narratives that
are meaningful to others and developed by means of artistic media
and skills” (p.34). I think these two definitions of creativity perfectly
sum up the reasons why stigma should be discussed in arts education.
Creativity is the process of producing something that raises questions
and constructs narratives. It is both useful and meaningful to ourselves
and to others.
The arts serve many purposes: “creation of beauty, feeling of
sociality, well-being, cognitive challenges, problem solving, provocation
and rebellion, aesthetic pleasure and so on” (Chemi, Hersted &
Borup Jensen, 2014, p.58). All these qualities are capable of instigating
societal change. We can break down some points in terms of body
hair. Creation of beauty: This is perhaps one that is most important to
stigma. Body hair is so stigmatized that it is overlooked, yes, but when
it is paid attention is it addressed with disgust and misinformation.
By creating works about body hair that are beautiful, we challenge
societal conceptions of it, possibly changing people’s perceptions of
something that is usually thought of as grotesque. Feeling of sociality:
Stigmas need community engagement to work towards becoming
destigmatized. Creating work on body hair can help create that
community. People are often united over images. We can all find a way
to relate to a specific image and then relate to each other. Provocation
and rebellion: Addressing a stigma will elicit some kind of response,
usually one of discomfort or shock. A work that elicits these types of
emotions can be viewed as a sign of rebellion against the norm. This
just means a work of art is doing its job.
“The arts make such empathic participation possible because
they create forms that are evocative and compelling” (Barone and
Eisner, 2012, p.3). As I enrolled in a variety of studio classes at RISD:
pen and ink, figure drawing, oil painting, and printmaking, I found
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myself bringing the topic of body hair into each medium. I began to
create other realities of my own self. While I still feel self-conscious of
my body hair, the “me” in my artwork wears it proudly. I depilate to
avoid the possibility of feeling shamed by others. My painterly self lives
in a world where body hair is not stigmatized, it’s even viewed as pretty
(Figure 20 and 21).
Researching body hair encouraged me to take the topic into
multiple aspects of my life. I was given a chance to explore stigma
and the body in my Fall Semester at RISD. I enrolled in a class
called Artistic Anatomy that focused partly on scientific anatomy
and proportion and partly on applying this technical knowledge to
artistic figure drawing. As artists as designers, as creators, we never
tire of the human figure. Before I took this class I knew how to draw
an aesthetically pleasing figure, but I knew my drawing skills weren’t
always proportionally or anatomically correct. I strongly felt that
anatomy and proportion of the human figure were fields I needed
proficiency in. While the class surely helped my technical drawing
abilities and ability to convey form and dimensionality on the human
body, I discovered that anatomical and proportional accuracy were not
the most important aspects to me in representing a human body.
It is valuable to have the technical knowledge, but being able
to apply this knowledge in ways that convey meaning in bodies is far

Figure 20. laceface (2017) [Etching print]
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Figure 21. designer body (2017) [Etching print]

more important. Knowledge of bones and bony landmarks and “the
average person is made of seven and a half heads” are jumping off
points for truly successful representations of people.
The final project for Artistic Anatomy was a drawing that
would depict an acknowledgement or challenge to the human ideal.
Choosing to cater the project toward visual explorations of body
hair, I decided to draw a woman, a woman who anatomically and
proportionally fit the ideal, but defied the ideal beauty standard. Her
body is exposed, with hair on her arms and legs and armpits (Figure 22).
Contemporary art practice incorporates other disciplines into
the work; art is no longer confined to its own sphere (Walker, 2006,
p.191). Art exists to interact with the world and help us understand
and empathize. Arts learning can be shaped to incorporate the
personal, the political, and the stigmatized. The engaged arts classroom
is always changing, just as student identities are always changing. In
a course that I designed, the focus is on prompts and discussion of
the subject matter. The subject matter is student led and researched,
ideally giving students agency in exploring stigma (see Appendix B).
Creativity allows students the opportunity to explore the
different versions of themselves. A focus on student identity in the
arts classroom requires diverse content, as opposed to technical skill,
to be the priority. Some students can benefit from a prime focus on
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technical skills, but surely everyone can benefit from exploring their
identities. To address stigma, we need an experience centered art
practice that allows students the time and resources to make meaning.
Art education is the “space for free inquiry” which can create the
possibility for social change (Gude, 2008, p.100).
My interactions with Mica during the times we met in Project
Open Door are proof that stigma needs to be addressed in arts
education. When she first asked about my thesis topic and heard the
answer, she was surprised that anyone would choose body hair as a
topic, but was always interested when I told her about my research.
Mica even volunteered herself as an interviewee: “I have so many
stories.” In Mica’s enthusiasm to talk about body hair any time we met,
I knew that this was a topic that she desperately needed to talk about.
Students just aren’t given the outlet to discuss stigma.
Mica was so enthusiastic about the subject matter that she
would often bring it up herself. She told me about own hair removal
stories and insecurities with body hair. One day, she said she had seen
a woman (Anastasia, whose interview excerpts are in previous chapters)
on the bus with hairy legs and armpit hair. Mica said she could never
be visibly hairy like Anastasia and insisted multiple times that she
could never go outside with shorts without shaving her legs first. In the
way Mica described the encounter, you could tell that she was a little
uncomfortable with Anastasia’s unapologetic hairiness, but was also
in awe of her confidence. After leaving Project Open Door one Friday,
Mica rushed back into the studio and handed me a piece of paper with
a phone number scribbled onto it: “I was walking home and I saw the
woman standing outside. You should contact her.” I was so impressed
with Mica’s commitment to engaging with body hair. She went out of
her way to get me the phone number and I was thoroughly impressed.
I was glad that our conversations had influenced Mica enough that she
continued thinking about body hair even after she had left the studio.
Body hair starts to become destigmatized when we become
exposed to it. It’s about interpersonal exposure (when I became friends
with Tanya, when Mica and Anastasia met), exposure in visual media
(Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, Mickalene Thomas’ Origin of the Universe I (2012),
etc.), and creating your own “exposure”. Confronting stigma allows
us to “challenge dominant conceptions of what is “right”, “true”,
and “beautiful” ( Moya, 2006, p.103). Art-making can affirm people’s
rage and insecurities about body hair. By creating the images that we
don’t normally see, we allow those feelings to be expressed. We create
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other realities of truth. Dealing with stigma in the classroom provides
everyone with the techniques to address something controversial.
Stigma doesn’t fall into traditional narratives, but that’s why artistic
creativity exists; to provide people with the environment to be nontraditional and exploratory with their ideas.

Figure 22. Untitled (2016) [Charcoal on paper]
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Conclusion
To me, creative work is the greatest vehicle for self-expression.

It’s a type of self-expressions that requires a labor of love, enthusiasm,
time, and vulnerability. Acceptance and empathy are most important
in the arts classroom. How else can we receive a diverse student body’s
work? Educators must take the time and effort to create a space where
every student is given the chance to express themselves in the truest
form. Educators should encourage the significance of identity in the
classroom, recognizing that diversity supports learning as opposed to
obstructing it. It’s inspiring to see how the same assignment can result
in such distinct and layered work—and that’s how it should be. Art is
a powerful force that too little people take advantage of. Researching
body hair, stigma, at arts education has made me realize the type of
arts educator I want to be. I wish to empower students to become
strong visual thinkers who can use their talents to express their own
identities and invoke positive social change.
Arts education, in many ways, is already the place to talk
about stigma. It’s the place where students create alternate realities, a
place where stigma isn’t overlooked, but confronted and challenged.
Introducing alternate realities in arts education gives stigma an outlet
to be explored. Creativity already possesses the tools to allow for us
to understand why something is stigmatized. Art-making allows for us
to understand our own thoughts and biases towards a stigma. But if
art education always had these qualities, why aren’t they being used
to its best capacity? Educators must employ social justice education,
feminist pedagogy, and acknowledge students’ identities to utilize all
the resources creativity already possesses.
Creativity was ideal for me to document my understanding of
body hair on a woman’s body. I would not have been aware that this
tool was at my disposal if, at my year at RISD, wasn’t challenged to
use it. I was encouraged to talk about my identity and the complexity
of it. I started by acknowledging that a part of my identity is a lack of
belonging, a lack of representation—especially in the creative field. I
was met with some wary responses and some enthusiastic responses
when I chose body hair as the topic for my thesis. Those who were
wary, or uncomfortable and disapproving gave me the fuel to continue
challenging such an ingrained idea. People were indirectly saying,
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“Women are hairless!” and I had to respond with research and artmaking, “No, they’re not!”
Some people might question the categorization of body hair as
stigma for a variety of reasons. They might have the privilege of having
lighter and less visible hair. They might view depilation as second
nature. If they have no problem with continually removing hair, they
might not see the value in questioning why they do it. The removal
of body hair perpetuates its stigmatization. We remove our body hair
without contestation because it is an ingrained practice for many
women. We remove our hair to avoid being looked at with disgust
or discomfort. If we keep removing our hair, we keep denying its
existence. While removing one’s hair is ultimately a woman’s choice,
a neither right nor wrong one, depilation without questioning why it’s
being done forever keeps body hair in the land of stigma.
We place various levels of regulation on body hair to prevent
its potential visibility. Just as there are different types of hair and
different ways to remove that hair, there are different levels of
regulation in body hair. We’ve talked about how different hairy parts
of the body are sexualized while others are overlooked. Pubic hair
receives attention because it is referring to a woman’s sexual appeal—
something we never tire of discussing. Whereas other parts of the
body are viewed as disgusting and detracting from a woman’s sexual
appeal when covered with hair: the armpit or legs. In recent trends,
eyebrows are expected to be full and lush, but properly maintained
and shaped. Visible arm hair is more acceptable than visible leg hair
because it tends to be light and thinner. Women with long head hair
can tuck their sideburns behind their ears, otherwise, that is removed
as well. Stomach hair, back hair gets depilated, especially in the
summer when our bodies are increasingly exposed. Breast hairs are
plucked one by one. The upper lip hairs must disappear completely.
There's regulation in the methods that we should use to depilate, and
how much: "Some eyebrow hair, but no leg hair, should be visible,
which makes shaving (typically) too crude for the eyebrows, and
plucking too painstaking for the legs; minimization, rather than total
removal, might be acceptable for pubic hair, but not for underarms"
(Toerien, Wilkinson & Choi, 2005, p. 404).
Bringing women of color into the body hair conversation is
important because the current body hair positivity movement consists
of White women. A White woman who works towards normalizing
body her tuft of light blonde hair might not make a woman of color
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feel body hair is any less stigmatized. Talking about women and color
and body hair also reveals diversity in depilation practices. While
common Western depilation practices, such as shaving, epilation
or tweezing, are solitary, many other practices involve community.
Threading, an ancient Eastern method of removing unwanted facial
and eyebrow hair, requires a technician. Waxing when done at a salon
surely requires a level of comfort between the customer and beautician.
Shaving becomes an almost meditative practice for women, regularly
ridding their bodies of hair. I personally find plucking my eyebrows
to be calming. I pluck away hairs until I’m left with an eyebrow shape
that is clearly demarcated and aesthetically pleasing.
Through writing this thesis, my own body hair journey has
evolved. I stopped waxing my body hair altogether. I waxed my
armpits once in the last year and hated the process even more than
I did before. It was painful and after, I missed the hair there. It felt
strange to look at my bare armpit. I even stopped tweezing my facial
hair to see what my face looked like. After a month a started tweezing
again, but with less commitment. I tweezed my eyebrows because I
genuinely enjoyed shaping them. I let my upper lip hairs grow and
I realized I didn’t mind. I was never given the chance to have this
realization, constantly removing my upper lip hairs the instant they
appeared. Through most of this process, choosing not to remove my
body hair, it was winter. This surely made it easier to have a hairy body
(most of it would be covered) but the process was illuminating anyway.
I finally saw what my body looked like in its unaltered state.
To promote the options women have with their body hair, it
might be interesting to suggest a deskilling in grooming practices. It is
important to note that deskilling might also eliminate these practices
and communities that are beneficial to many women. Many women
are first taught to remove their hair by other women in the family.
The might have a standing appointment with someone that waxes
their eyebrows every month. They might share depilation experiences
with a sister or a friend. I recognize that it can be a shared practice
that involves some care and intimacy, but there is still value in
stopping this practice, even briefly. Artist Wangechi Mutu uses the
body as a site to articulate ideas, the re-configuration of “woman”
(Mutu, 2008). In this sense, when women de-skill and distance
themselves from depilation practices they are reconfiguring their
own bodies and redefining their definition of woman. How might
un-learning these ingrained grooming practices change us? How can
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un-learning help us understand our own bodies better?
In my case, I practiced de-skilling as well as re-creation.
Through my artwork, I recreated the ways I understood my own hairy
body. My art-making was a way to recreate myself. After years and years
of denying the existence of hair on my body, I was acknowledging its
presence in every way—in my research, in daily grooming practices put
on hold, in my artistic practice, in my everyday conversations with
people. This creation of this thesis is proof that arts education is the
place to talk about stigma. By talking about body hair everyday for
nine months, I exposed myself to the ideas that made me anxious and
nervous for so many years. Body hair is so stigmatized that I never
acknowledged the hair on my body. I talked about removing my hair,
but I never talked about its existence. Through drawing and painting
and discussing and questioning, to me, body hair doesn’t feel as
stigmatized as before.
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Appendix A
Artists and Designers:
Works on Body Hair
Antoni, Janine
http://www.marthagarzon.com/contemporary_art/2011/01/janineantoni-loving-care-lick-and-lather/
Attie, Dotty
http://www.ppowgallery.com/artist/dotty-attie/work/
fullscreen#&panel1-9
Bilenker, Melanie
http://klimt02.net/jewellers/melanie-bilenker
Courbet, Gustave
http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/search/
commentaire/commentaire_id/the-origin-of-the-world-3122.html
Dax, Deborah
https://www.dezeen.com/2015/03/23/debora-dax-body-taboosfashion-statements-incontexture-eindhoven-underwear/
Dunham, Carroll
http://www.carrolldunham.net
Kahlo, Frida
https://www.artsy.net/artist/frida-kahlo
Kahraman, Hayv
http://www.hayvkahraman.com/
Kaur, Rupi
https://www.rupikaur.com
Khan, Ayqa
https://www.ayqakhan.com/
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Doreen, Garner
http://www.doreengarner.com/home
Gober, Robert
https://www.artsy.net/artwork/robert-gober-untitled-11
Hatoum, Mona
https://www.artsy.net/artist/mona-hatoum
Hernandez, Monica
http://monicahernandez.bigcartel.com
Hilel, Moshtari
https://www.moshtari.de
Jacquette, Julia
http://www.juliajacquette.net
Lalic, Aleksandra
https://www.notjustalabel.com/designer/aleksandra-lalic
Lutz, Adele
http://fashionablygeek.com/costumes/pubes-are-hot-this-year/
Mendieta, Ana
http://www.artnet.com/artists/ana-mendieta
Minter, Marilyn
http://www.marilynminter.net/project/plush/
Mutu, Wangechi
https://www.artsy.net/artwork/wangechi-mutu-the-original-ninedaughters-3
Ness. Rebecca
http://www.rebeccalness.com
Nunley, V.V.
http://www.vvnunley.com
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Quamina, Simonette
https://www.simonettequamina.com
Thomas, Mickalene
http://mickalenethomas.com/
Tian, Zhu
http://www.zhutian.co.uk/
Simpson, Lorna
https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/lorna-simpsonwigs-1994
Schneiderman, Rhiannon
http://rhiannonschneiderman.tumblr.com/
Schena, Rebecca
http://www.rebeccaschena.com/jewelryhome/#/hair/
Shereos, Janine
http://jenineshereos.com/
Shimizu, Yuko
http://yukoart.com/
Wellman, Ambera
http://www.amberawellmann.com
Wilson, Anne
https://www.annewilsonartist.com/
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Appendix B
Course Descriptions
Mobilizing the Figure
Instructor: Chaitra Bangalore
Department: Illustration
Lab Fee: none
Capacity: 15
Credits: 3
Class Time: Mondays/Wednesdays (1 - 6pm)
Academic Level: Undergraduate
Studio
Dominant ideals that are projected onto the human body
don’t distinguish us. This course will allow students to challenge
dominant ideals of the human body through a variety of 2D methods.
A contemporary examination of the human figure is valuable in our
changing world. We will be exploring the ways we can subvert these
ideals. Through class reading and discussions, students will develop
a visual language for challenging what is thought of as normal in our
society. This course will be led by prompts, focusing on conveying
meaning through the work rather than technical skill and mastery
of mediums. At the end of the course, students will have a portfolio
of work based on a challenging an ideal, i.e. body hair, body weight,
western beauty standards, etc.
Through collaborative assignments and group critiques
students will discuss how certain ideals of the human figure are
perpetuated and how the work in class helps to dismantle them.
Students will gain a wide range of opinions and experiences through
collaborative assignments and group critique. By focusing on one topic
in the second half of the course, students will be able to understand
a problem deeply. This course will provide an introduction to artists
who challenge the ideal human figure: Lisa Yuskavage, Frida Kahlo,Wu
Tsang, Rion Sabean, with some core readings on the body such as The
Body Reader and Feminism, Foucault, and the Politics of the Body.
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Visualizing Social Stigmas
Instructor: Chaitra Bangalore
Department: Teaching + Learning in Art + Design
Lab Fee: none
Capacity: 15
Credits: 3
Class Time: Wednesday (11 - 3pm)
Academic Level: Undergraduate
Studio
We shun those who differ from the cultural norm, but aren’t
these differences what make us compelling human beings? There are
some human behaviors, characteristics, practices or visual markers that
are stigmatized; let’s identify why.
Readings assigned every week will influence in-class
discussions. Students will create a visual response to the topic of that
week. Some topics include: mental illness, women and body hair,
sexuality. Through student led research and artist profiles, students
will also identify existing works that address stigma. Class time will be
used to discuss these findings, viewing the work through a sociological
perspective. In conjunction with the readings, we will cover
sociological terms, focusing on defining social stigmas and establishing
a vocabulary for this course. The course is focused on a dedication to
subject matter rather than technical skill, rooted in using arts-based
research as a method to understand stigmas of the human body.
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